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THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 
ABSTRACT 
TEACHERS HAVE EMOTIONS TOO: AN INTRA | INTERPERSONAL APPROACH TO 




Advisor: Konstantinos Alexakos 
The essential focus of this dissertation is the exploration of emotions in response to stressors that 
may emerge as preservice teachers interact in teaching and learning spaces. My experiences as a 
teacher and teacher-educator | researcher have influenced an interest in presenting 
autoethnographical studies. In each autoethnography, I explicate my personal journey in exploring 
emotional responses with preservice teachers during teacher preparation courses.  
I describe this work as an autoethnography for two reasons. First, to avoid the false claim 
that my research is an objective approach to investigating emotions. Second, to illuminate the intra- 
and interpersonal dialectic that is embedded in teacher-educator | research. More specifically, the 
methods and methodologies included throughout my teacher-educator | research are based on how 
I continuously interpret and reinterpret my past and present emotional experiences and transform 
practices in relation to the preservice teachers and research colleagues I interact with. 
Throughout this research, I (teacher-educator | researcher) observe what is happening and 
why through analyzing video-recorded discussions and excerpts from participants’ (preservice 
teachers and I) heuristic responses and free writes. Heuristics and free writes serve as reflexive 
self-reporting tools that provide opportunities for both preservice teachers and myself to become 
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more aware of and navigate our emotional responses during interactions within teaching and 
learning spaces. What is happening and why it is happening, are then analyzed through my 
interpretations of a bricolage of theoretical frameworks. Interactions with research colleagues 
throughout the doctoral program and the preservice teachers I work with also influenced my 
analysis. Concomitantly, the authentic inquiry framework is ingrained in my analysis. I constantly 
refine the research based on my interactions to benefit the needs and interests of all participants 
involved in the research.  
My research is narrated through six distinct chapters that formulate my dissertation. Each 
chapter reveals a part of my journey as a teacher-educator | researcher. Chapter One and Six of this 
dissertation provides the reader with insight into how I view the world (ontology); how knowledge 
is defined based on the influences of my interactions within the world (epistemology) and the shifts 
in practices made based on what I value (axiology) in teaching and learning. Chapter Two focuses 
on my beginning theoretical understandings of engaging in teacher research. Chapter Three 
illuminates a hermeneutic phenomenological approach to engaging in teacher-educator | research. 
A description of what was noticed while exploring emotional responses in connection to math 
teaching and learning, and how preservice teachers and I investigate why it is happening is 
provided. Chapter Four is an account of how I navigated my emotional responses and the responses 
of others while inviting two preservice teachers into a small group discussion about heuristics. 
Chapter Five features an exploration of how preservice teachers and I developed our own 
understandings of empathy and how we expressed empathy to the self and others in teaching and 
learning spaces. Embedded in each chapter is the exploration of critical issues, such as power 
relations and stigmas that are navigated during interactions in the college classroom as well as 
through self-reflections from the teacher-educator and preservice teachers.  
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Lastly, I hope that reading each chapter of the dissertation will serve as a heuristic as well. 
Readers are encouraged to become more aware of and transform, if necessary, some of their own 
emotional experiences while reading these brief narratives from pre-service teachers and the 
teacher-educator. Readers will find some chapters more or less salient to their practices, based on 
their experiences and values. Nevertheless, sharing the explorations preservice teachers and I 
engaged in, reveals the importance of taking a closer look at the impact emotional experiences 






















Pursuing a doctoral degree has been both a rewarding and challenging experience. Through this 
experience, I was able to learn more about myself as a teacher, learner, researcher and overall 
human being. Additionally, I was privileged to have advisors, research colleagues, close family 
and friends that supported and encouraged me to keep going when challenges emerged. 
Therefore, I want to take the time to acknowledge the individuals whose love, support and 
encouragement have been pivotal in continuing and completing my pursuit of this degree.  
First, I will like to thank my advisor, Konstantinos Alexakos. I first had the pleasure of 
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was able to see that research did not begin or end in a specific space. Research was an emergent 
and contingent part of life. His words during USER-S, doctoral courses and research squad 
meetings pushed my thinking beyond structures of positivistic research and really challenged me 
to think about the purpose of my research and how it benefitted all participants and the world in 
general.  
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thought of her words, “If your grandmother asked you what this chapter is about, what would 
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you tell her?” Beth’s question, encouraged me to stay focus as I wrote each chapter and really 
think about the purpose.  
Moreover, I am grateful for my research squad colleagues: Katelin Corbitt, Andre Poole, 
Corinna Brathwaite, Corrie McCallum, Cristina Trowbridge, Leah Pride, Mitch Bleier and Amy 
Goods who took the time to read various chapters of my dissertation and challenged me to think 
critically about how I engaged in the research and the arguments I was making.  
Finally, I want to say thank you to my family who supported me through this entire 
process. Each time I felt like giving up, I would call my mom or sisters for words of 
encouragement. I thank you, Mom and Dad, for always pushing me to be the best I can be. Your 
hard work to provide my sisters and me with opportunities that you did not have, encouraged me 
to always strive for the best. I thank you, Princess for always saying, “You got this.” I thank you 
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various conferences.  
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CHAPTER 1 
 EXPLORING EMOTIONS IN A MATH PEDAGOGY COURSE 
Through my experiences as a teacher educator, doctoral candidate and beginning researcher, I 
have developed an understanding that content knowledge is not the only requisite to actively 
engage students while teaching and learning a subject. I am aware that a student’s values, 
emotions and previous experiences are interdependent with how they learn and teach the subject. 
When I commenced the doctoral program, my interest was focused on developing a curriculum 
that teachers could use to teach mathematics to young students effectively. I wanted to support 
teachers in understanding that math is not an isolated subject. Math could be embedded in 
various subjects based on students’ interest, needs and culture. However, as I began teaching 
math to preservice teachers, I realized that how to teach the content was not the only aspect that 
needed to be addressed in a pedagogy course.  
There was a compilation of emotional aspects that were blocking teachers from 
understanding how to teach the content, wanting to learn how to teach the content and viewing 
the math pedagogy course as beneficial to their teaching and learning experiences. I remember a 
statement that was made by a new teacher during my second semester of teaching a graduate-
level math pedagogy course. The teacher stated, "I do not have to focus on teaching math 
because there is a math coach that teaches it to my students." At that moment, I realized that I 
had to understand what was happening in this course on a deeper level. I wanted to understand 
why the teacher smiled as she made this statement. Was she smiling because it was one less 
subject to teach during the day? Or was it her fear of teaching the subject? After reflecting on the 
teacher's statement and my experiences as an early childhood teacher, I decided to ask the the 
teacher about her experiences with teaching and learning math. The teacher stated, "I am not 
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good at math, and I do not want to confuse my children when I teach it, so I am happy I have a 
coach teach it to them."  The teachers’ prior experiences influenced her confidence in teaching 
and learning mathematics to young children. The discussion between the teacher and me fostered 
my interest in learning more about conducting research in the college courses that I taught.  
Based on my experience as a teacher-educator, I realized that focusing only on the math 
content was not beneficial to teachers. Some teachers had underlying emotional experiences that 
hindered them from actively engaging in the course. Instead, I needed to learn more about 
teachers’ mathematical experiences prior to and during the course. I was interested in 
investigating the emotions that were hindering teachers from fully engaging in the course and 
meeting the standards set by NAECY (National Association of Educating Young Children) and 
NCTM (National Council for Teachers of Mathematics) that would empower them to 
successfully teach math to young students (Clements, et. al, 2002).   
The first standard that NAEYC and NCTM recommended is that teachers enhance 
children's natural interest in mathematics and their dispositions to use it to make sense of their 
physical and social world. I focused on this standard throughout my dissertation because I 
believe that if teachers' interests in math are not fostered and enhanced based on their natural 
curiosity, then they may struggle with integrating math with other subjects and providing their 
students with an opportunity to gain a deep and sustained interaction with mathematical ideas. 
Integrating the Exploration of Teacher’s Emotions into a Math Pedagogy Course  
Even though I wanted to investigate teacher's emotions in the math pedagogy course, I was 
unaware of how I could combine both the math concepts and the emotional knowledge of 
teachers. To frame my methodological and theoretical approach in investigating teachers' 
emotions, I read articles based on research gathered from the 2012 Brooklyn College study 
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conducted by Kenneth Tobin and Konstantinos Alexakos (2015). As I read a narrative by 
Alexakos (2015), I noticed that many of the challenges I anticipated were similar to what he 
experienced as he engaged in the 2012 Brooklyn College study as the lead instructor. The main 
challenge that I reflected on was the conflicts in axiologies or worth of values (Kincheloe & 
Tobin, 2009). 
Conflicts in Axiology  
Conflicts in axiology had to be explored within myself as well as with the teachers whom I 
collaborated. I struggled with balancing the implementation of a responsive math teaching 
heuristic, a reflexive tool that heightened teachers’ awareness to the emotions they experienced 
while teaching and learning mathematics, and teaching the actual math content that preservice 
teachers would teach in their classrooms. I did not want to neglect the cognitive while focusing 
on the social and emotional aspects or vice versa. Accordingly, as I began engaging in the 
research, I explored my axiology and asked myself what was most valuable to me. I had to 
acknowledge and investigate my values in regards to what constituted as mathematical 
knowledge (Figure 1.1). 
The process of reflecting on my axiology about what constitutes as mathematical 
knowledge was continuous throughout my research. After reflecting on the ideas that were 
written in this dissertation, I noticed that my views on knowledge are knowing how to teach the 
math content, teaching information so that students understand it, interacting with others as they 
teach and learn the content, awareness of emotions that effect the learning and teaching of 
mathematics and transforming teaching and learning through reflexive practices and the 
inclusion of diverse perspectives. It was also not possible for me to develop a hierarchy of which 
ideas of knowledge I valued more. I believe that my ideas on what constitute as mathematical 
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knowledge were interrelated and mutually important in teaching and learning mathematics. 
Emotional development is intertwined with our attainment of knowledge. Our thoughts affect the 
way we feel and act and vice versa. 
	
Figure 1.1 Mathematical Knowledge 
Acknowledging and Exploring Emotions 
Throughout my dissertation, I focused on acknowledging and exploring emotions that teachers 
face as they engage in teaching and learning mathematics. Collaborating with preservice teachers 
encouraged me to investigate what was happening and why it was happening through my lens 
and the lenses of each preservice teacher. I highlighted how the exploration of emotions and 
mathematics teaching were embedded in two math pedagogy courses at Brooklyn College. One 
course took place during the Spring 2015 semester and the second course took place during the 





















Additionally, I explained how the use of heuristics served as an intervention in helping 
preservice teachers become aware of characteristics of responsive math teaching. Moreover, a 
description of how a teacher | researcher collaborates with preservice teachers (participants) in 
efforts of becoming aware of the emotions that arise during teaching and learning math is 
provided. As both the teacher | researcher and participants become aware of how their emotional 
responses affect the teaching and learning environment, transformative practices emerge and are 
used as strategies in alleviating unwanted emotions.  
Teacher | Researcher 
I conduct research and write this dissertation through my lens as a teacher | researcher. I use the 
Sheffer stroke (|) to illuminate the dialectical relationship between all the roles (preservice 
teacher, new teacher, doctoral student, professor, coach, beginning researcher) that I have 
experienced and continue to experience. More specifically, my experiences within all roles are 
mutually dependent with the experiences I have had as I interacted with participants in the math 
college course. The experiences I have had with each participant influenced the way I teach and 
learn math with young children and the teachers that I coach. Lev Vygotsky (1978) suggests that 
we learn from the interaction and communications with others. Based on Vygotsky’s ideas, I 
refer to Konstantinos Alexakos’ (2015) components of being a teacher | researcher. The 
following key components framed my research. 1) Teacher | researchers explore lived 
experiences within a sociocultural context. 2) Teacher | research is participant-centered and 
jointly interpretive and 3) Teacher | research is emergent and contingent upon the interest of 
participants and what is learned.  
Following Alexakos’ (2015) components of teacher | research suggests that each 
participant’s experience is different. Therefore, acknowledging and exploring the experiences of 
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each participant declares an assurance that the research will be beneficial to all who chose to 
participate. However, taking time to explore and acknowledge the experiences of participants, 
while also taking the role of teacher-educator | researcher may be challenging when there is a set 
curriculum or syllabus to follow. Accordingly, I decided to begin with the participant’s past and 
present experiences with mathematics and investigate how these experiences connected to and/ 
or negated the math content and pedagogical frameworks that were listed on the syllabus. The 
syllabus became a living document because it constantly changed as new information and 
interests emerged throughout the semester.  
As participants and I explored our past and present experiences, an abundance of 
emotions surfaced. To that end, John Dewey's (2004) idea of the importance of affect in teaching 
and learning was adapted. Dewey (2004) emphasized the importance of sharing in each other’s 
activities and experiences because they have common ends or purposes. While sharing in the 
activities with participants, I reflected on my experiences as a professor, teacher, graduate 
student and coach to aid in balancing the power dynamics in the classroom environment. I 
believe that reflecting on all of my experiences encouraged me to be more open to learning from 
and with participants, therefore, not creating boundaries of my experiences within and out of the 
college classroom environment.  
Furthermore, as a teacher | researcher, I approached the work as a learner. As I engaged 
in each study, I began without predetermined questions. Since all interpretations were grounded 
in actual teaching and learning practices, I did not commence the research with predetermined 
questions or hypothesis. As events emerged in the classroom, I looked for patterns and 
contradictions to explore. Research questions emerged during the study and could change as new 
knowledge emerged and interests changed. 
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As I employed the modes of inquiry, I also referred to Kenneth Tobin's (2006) adaptation 
of Egon Guba and Yvonne Lincoln's (1989) principles of authenticity criteria to ensure that all 
participants learn and change from participating in this research. In Figure 1.2, I included 
Alexakos’ (2015) adaptation of the authentic criteria based on Tobin’s (2006) ideas. 
 
	
Figure 1.2 Authenticity Criteria 
The authenticity criteria are embedded in authentic inquiry. In authentic inquiry, the research, 
findings, practices and theories are all dependent and inform each other. As I engaged in 
authentic inquiry, I was constantly collaborating with participants to investigate what was 
happening and why it was happening. Our findings began and are embedded throughout our 


































participants and me. Theories were generated or expanded upon based on the events that 
emerged, the investigations that were done and the practices that were implemented. Theories 
also informed the practices, findings and investigations that were being done. 
Making Meaning of What is Happening  
Interpretive inquiry is used to move beyond the fact finding and focus on what is happening and 
why it is happening (Tobin, 2015). In each chapter of my dissertation, there is a conscious effort 
to describe what I have learned from participants as I engaged in each study. I attempt to make 
meaning of the differences and coherences that emerged during the experience, in regards to 
what each participant contributed. Therefore, autoethnography is employed as a form of sharing 
the meaning making of my personal experiences as a teacher-educator | researcher within a social 
and cultural context.  
Autoethnography and case study were used as methods to reflect what was learned from 
the study. I combined reflexive autoethnography and personal narratives to invite the readers to 
reflect, understand and connect what they are reading to their own lives and practices (Alexakos, 
2015). I explored and shared my transformations as I developed as a teacher | researcher with 
participants. For example, in Chapter 3, I highlighted my process of exploring how I should 
introduce the heuristics to participants, my struggle with developing as the teacher | researcher in 
and out of the classroom, balancing the cognitive and emotional aspects of teaching and learning 
math and the emotions I became aware of as I reflected on the teaching and learning experiences 
in the college classroom (Adams, et al., 2015). I also encouraged participants to share the 
changes they experienced as they engaged in the research (Ellis et. al., 2011). I acknowledged 
and value my relationship with participants I am working with.  
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As an autoethnographer, I selected salient events that emerged from being a part of the 
actual classroom in which I am researching. Including autoethnography as a part of my research 
design encouraged me to produce a thick description of personal and interpersonal experiences 
that took place in and out of the college classroom (Tobin, 2006). Throughout my 
autoethnography, I examined emotional responses to societal and political referents that are 
embedded in the roles of both teachers and learners (Milne, Tobin, & DeGennaro, 2015). These 
referents include the Common Core State Standards that teachers are expected to use as a 
framework for teaching and learning math, standardize testing that impacts the way children and 
teachers learn, curriculum mandates, power dynamics within the classroom, schools and larger 
community and wellness and emotional responses to these societal and political referents. 
Moreover, I used participant observation case studies to interpret the emotions that are 
embedded in teaching and learning math within the early childhood educational community 
(Stenhouse, 1978). I recorded my observations in the college classroom through my lens as a 
teacher | researcher. I then discussed my findings and asked questions to participants to learn 
more about what I was noticing during my observations. Each event captures the complexity of 
teaching and learning mathematics. I collected data and collaborated with students to make 
meaning of data from two different studies that took place in math pedagogy courses.  
Teachers’ Emotions and Emotional Responses 
The importance of emotions in teaching and learning is not a new idea. Researchers such as 
Andy Hargreaves (1998) and Michalinos Zembylas (2007) argued that teaching and emotions are 
inseparable. In many math teacher preparation courses, limited attention is given to the 
emotional aspects of teaching. If emotions are taken into account, they are always focused on the 
emotions of the students rather than both the teacher and the student. Zembylas (2007) 
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introduced the idea of emotional knowledge in conjunction with pedagogical knowledge. 
Emotional knowledge includes teachers' knowledge about his or her emotional experiences in 
regards to one’s self, the other and sociopolitical context in which teaching and learning take 
place. Zembylas (2007) also illustrated an effective teacher as having the ability to connect their 
emotional understanding with what they know about the subject matter, pedagogy, school 
discourses, personal histories and curriculum (p. 364). 
I extended Zembylas’ (2007) illustration of an effective teacher to include the exploration 
of teachers’ emotions and emotional responses. Zembylas’ interpretation provided a product of 
what an effective teacher looks like. My dissertation is focused on describing the process of 
teachers exploring their emotional responses as they engaged in teaching and learning practices. 
Through engaging in teacher | research in my college classroom, I have noticed many teachers 
are often unaware of the emotions they are experiencing and displaying as they teach. 
Additionally, teachers rarely reflect on how their emotions impact the learning environment. 
Moreover, teachers are rarely encouraged to reflect on how personal values, as well the values 
embedded within the school and society, influence the classroom environment as they teach 
math. Therefore, in the next section of this chapter, I will explain a theoretical framework based 
on the interrelationship between emotions, emotional responses and mathematics through 
reflexive practices. 
Emotions and Emotional Responses 
I portray emotions and emotional responses are neurologically, cognitively, and biologically 
interconnected (Figure 1.3). However, as I investigated what emotions and emotional responses 
were, I noticed that researchers have differing views on whether emotions precede emotional 
responses or vice versa. Some researchers have also argued that emotions are a distinct cultural 
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phenomenon based on learned behaviors.  Since culture is a category of social life (Sewell, 
2005), then it cannot be placed in a separate category of emotions. Instead culture is a part of the 
neurological, biological and cognitive changes that participants may experience while interacting 
within a society.  These interactions can be contradicted and influenced by stereotypes placed on 
race, gender, socio-economic status and other categorical factors (Sewell, 2005). Therefore, in 
my research, cultural productions are embedded in the investigations of contradictions and 
patterns that emerge as participants and I explore emotions.  
	
Figure 1.3 Lenses of Emotions 
Biological Lens of Emotions 
I began with the idea that emotions have an independent basis that is responsive to the internal 
systems of the body. Jonathon Turner (2009) labels this as the ‘biology of emotions’. According 
to the biology of emotions, emotions are viewed as involuntary. A person’s body language, facial 
expressions and tone of voice displays some of the emotions s/he may be experiencing at a given 







emotions of the other based on their continuous interactions. Therefore, a teacher experiencing 
anger, anxiety or sadness, may express these emotions non-verbally, through his/her body 
language and tone of voice, even if the teacher is not aware of the emotion s/he is experiencing 
or does not explicitly state it.  
Becoming stuck on emotions, such as anger/ disgust, sadness and fear can also make the 
body sick. Olga Calderon (2016) discusses the importance of being aware of emotional arousals 
during interactions. She explains how the use of oximeter’s can provide clues to the state of 
emotional arousal and uses Reynaldo Llena’s journey as a science teacher as an example. Llena 
was advised to discontinue his career as a teacher due to symptoms of poor health that were 
compounded with high-stress levels. One cause of Llena’s high-stress levels stemmed from 
getting stuck on his emotions of anger as he engaged with students in the classroom. The 
continuous emotional response of anger led to constant elevated heart rates and increased stress 
levels. I labeled anger as an emotional response in Llena's case because he premeditatedly 
activated anger as fuel and retaliation toward the systems in place at the school where he worked. 
Giovanni Frazzetto (2014) explains that anger can work as a defense mechanism or pre-emptive 
response before something hurtful can happen. In relation to the biology of emotions, anger can 
also be impulsive and spontaneous in response to danger or fearful experiences (Frazzetto, 
2014). 
Neurological Lens of Emotions 
Connected to the biology of emotions is the neurological perspective. From the neurological 
perspective, emotions are the arousal of body systems (Turner, 2009). Turner (2009) suggests 
emotions are related to activity in brain areas that direct attention, motivate behavior and 
determine the significance of what is going on around us. Researchers such as Antonio Damasio 
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and Gil B. Carvalho (2013) suggest that emotional responses originate in the neocortical regions 
of the brain. The neocortical region of the brain promotes rational or cognitive thinking. Once 
the limbic part of the brain (emotional) is activated the neocortical part of the brain identifies and 
assigns meaning to the emotion. Assigning meaning to the emotion and responding is influenced 
by personal experiences, cultural beliefs and memories (Damasio & Carvalho, 2013). 
Turner (2007) highlights how culture is fluid within the biological and neurological lens 
of emotions. He describes emotional responses as biological and cultural labels that involve 
physiological and expressive states of arousal based on situational cues. More specifically, 
emotions and emotional responses are in constant flux based on how individuals define an 
experience. People bring past emotional displays and defense mechanisms based on their 
expectation of the experience. These expectations are generated based on prior experiences. 
According to Turner (2007), there are four basic emotions (happiness, sadness, fear/ surprise, 
anger/ disgust). I recognized Turner's basic emotions as emotional categories or as Lisa Barrett 
(2017) labels them, concepts. Within each of these four basic emotions are variations of how 
people experience them. Also, there are variations in how people associate their emotional 
responses to these emotions based on prior experiences. 
Turner’s (2007) ideas connect to Richard Davidson’s (2012) work on neuroplasticity 
because emotional responses are described as constantly changing based on the individual and 
collective’s interpretation of the experience. Davidson (2012) suggests that the “brain is 
continuously remodeled by the lives we lead” (p. 172). For example, I noticed that based on 
participants’ past experiences with learning mathematics, many participants displayed emotions 
such as fear, anger, sadness or happiness at the beginning of each semester. However, by the end 
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of the semester many of their emotional responses toward teaching and learning math based on 
our classroom experiences changed.  
Cultural Lens of Emotions 
As stated earlier, some researchers have isolated culture as a distinct indicator of emotions and 
emotional responses. Cultural aspects of emotion include the ideas of evolutionary theorists such 
as Charles Darwin (1872) and Paul Ekman (1971), who believe that expression of emotions is 
universal and influenced by culture. Evolutionists view emotions as an effect that develops and 
changes over time based on the environment and experiences. It is believed that humans have 
evolved a multitude of distinct emotions that are each designed to deal with a specific set of 
environmental and social experiences. Darwin (1872) suggests that emotions have an 
evolutionary history that can be traced across cultures and species. Emotions are used by humans 
as a way to communicate and also aid in survival. For example, if a person experiences a scary 
situation, their defenses would urge them to leave a situation or fight their way out of it. How a 
person responds to the emotion of fear is based on their cultural and cross-cultural counterparts. 
This idea lends itself to the second approach, sociocultural. However, I interject William 
Sewell’s (2005) definition of culture because culture continuously changes as people interact in 
new spaces and with new people. 
Through a sociocultural lens, emotions are the result of cultural representations with a 
society. More specifically, emotions are learned and adapted during social interactions. Some 
researchers contend to one extreme that emotional vocabularies and responses are learned solely 
through social relationships (Gordon, 1981). Arlie Hoschild (1979) takes a less extreme 
approach. She recognizes that there is a biological basis of emotions and that culture constrains 
the emotions people are supposed to feel and express (Turner, 2009). I agree with Hoschild’s 
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idea to a certain extent; however, culture constantly changes within new and existing 
interactions. Emotional responses can be shifted based on how a person chooses to respond to an 
experience. With the idea that culture is fluid, I explored the cognitive aspects of emotions.  
Cognitive Lens of Emotions 
Davidson’s (2012) work suggests that a person can learn how to regulate their emotional 
responses through mental training. Davidson’s work emerges from Paul Ekman and Phillip 
Prodger’s (1998) three principles that describe how emotions and expressions of emotions 
evolve. The first principle highlights the relationship between respiration and expression. Ekman 
and Prodger (1998) describe how the muscles around the face and eyes involuntarily move in 
efforts of protecting the heart and brain during respiration. They connect the movements of 
muscles to expressions by explaining why different muscles are brought into action under 
different emotions. Expressive movements manifest themselves mostly in the muscles of the face 
because the nerves in the face are in immediate contact with the mind-organ. The first principle 
can be analyzed regarding classroom interactions. Turner (2009) suggests that humans can use 
body language to make meaning of the emotional experiences that happen between persons or 
groups of people.  
Turner's (2009) ideas of emotions link the cognitive, cultural, biological and neurological 
lenses of emotions. Turner explains that all mental actions or processes of acquiring knowledge 
and understanding through thought and senses are linked with emotions. Therefore, at the root of 
my research, emotions are studied, and the following questions have emerged. 
1. What types of emotions are experienced in the classroom? 
2. How do teachers respond to the emotions that are experienced in the classroom? Why?  
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I conducted the research in the college classroom with preservice teachers to highlight their 
experiences with being aware of the emotions they experienced in the classroom and how they 
responded to those emotions. If the movement of some muscles is voluntary, then it can be 
assumed that teachers can influence the emotional responses they display in the classroom. This 
can be done through an awareness of their body movements and facial expressions that align to 
specific responsive emotions. Damasio and Carvalho (2013) explain this idea by suggesting 
emotions are triggered by certain stimuli that are external or within the body that activate certain 
neural systems. Davidson (2013) extends Damasio and Carvalho's ideas by connecting emotional 
styles, a consistent way of responding to the experiences of our lives, to the underlying brain 
systems that are the foundation of a person's emotions. I connected Davidson's idea of emotional 
styles to emotional responses. A person’s emotional style can be formulated based on an 
identified pattern of emotional responses. These patterns are influenced, but not set by cultural or 
biological experiences because neurological and cognitive aspects are also activated giving 
people the agency to monitor and change their emotional responses. 
Mind | Body Lens 
Within each lens of emotion, there is an argument about whether emotions and emotional 
responses are presuppositions of the other. The following question emerges. Do emotions or 
emotional responses presuppose the existence of the other? To make meaning of the connection 
between emotional responses and emotions, I decided to explore the mind and body dialectic.  
Darwin's third principle suggests certain expressions of certain states of mind are 
involuntary and a direct result of the nervous system. Within this principle, the mind precedes 
the emotions that are displayed. However, other theorists argue that the existence of the mind is 
dependent on that of the body. William James (1884) attributes emotions to bodily reactions. He 
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believes that a person experiences fear because his/ her body shakes or trembles. Vladimir Lenin 
(1908) critiques the philosophies of multiple theorists such as George Berkeley (1901) and Ernst 
Mach (1897) and concludes the function of the brain is a reflection of the outer world. Lenin's 
work stems from Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels’ (1848) theory that looks at why the world is 
the way it is and what actions should be taken to change it.  
In more recent research, Barrett (2017) introduces the theory of constructed emotion, in 
which the brain constructs the experience of emotion. I included Barrett's idea because she 
connects the experiencing of emotions or emotional responses to stereotypes that are culturally 
ingrained, but always changing. More specifically, I realized that my experiences shaped my 
emotions and emotional responses and vice versa. I used my past experiences to make meaning 
of the emotions and emotional responses I was experiencing in a new experience. However, my 
emotions and emotional response could change based on new events that occurred during an 
experience. Additionally, I had the agency to construct my emotional responses to an emotion. 
For example, as a teacher educator during the first night of my college classes, I was aware that I 
experienced anxiety due to not knowing how the preservice teachers would respond to me. Since 
I was aware of this emotion, I monitored my breathing patterns as I introduced myself to the 
teachers and had a smile on my face. I realized that monitoring my breathing helped me lessen 
the anxiety I was experiencing. It also helped me articulate my ideas. 
Based on my worldview and how I proceeded with this research, I amalgamated the 
works of Darwin, Turner, Marx, Engels, Lenin, Vygotsky, Barrett and Davidson as they all 
stemmed from and enhanced each other's theories. I view the mind and body as having a 
dialectical relationship in which one cannot exist without the other (Vygotsky, 1978). The world 
exists because of our emotional responses to interactions and material objects. At the same time, 
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our emotions exist because of our interactions with the world. The mind and body are not 
mechanically separated, but actively constructed by people's historical and present emotional 
responses to different stimuli. Within this dialectical relationship, the mind and the body work 
together for teachers to have successful interactions with students. My examination of the works 
of the theorists suggests that there are many neurological, cultural, biological and cognitive 
aspects that influence the actual emotions that are present during an experience. Understanding 
the influence these aspects have during an interaction led to influencing change in emotional 
responses described throughout my dissertation.  
Dramaturgical and Symbolic Interaction Theories 
In this section, I briefly summarized three theoretical perspectives on exploring human emotions. 
I extended my ideas on these theories in the chapters of my dissertation. I connected my 
exploration of emotions and emotional responses to dramaturgical and symbolic interaction 
theories (Turner & Stets, 2006). I suggested that once participants and I became aware of our 
emotions and emotional responses, we could strategically respond in ways that were consistent 
with the emotions we wanted to express. According to Goffman's (1978) idea of dramaturgy, 
emotional responses are linked to rules dictated by culture. When a person responds in a way that 
is not culturally accepted, they experience emotions such as shame and embarrassment. 
Therefore, in the classroom, a teacher or student might manipulate their emotional responses to 
align with the cultural expectations of a societal or organizational rule. Dramaturgy also connects 
to the ideas of power and status during an interaction. Teachers and students can manipulate their 
emotional responses to gain power over others during an interaction. Teachers also can lose 
power as they change their emotional responses to align with the emotional rules of others. 
	 19	
Symbolic Interactionist Theory   
The idea of power relationships within an interaction leads to the idea of symbolic interactionist 
theory which focuses on a more cognitive view of emotions (Turner & Sets, 2006). Turner and 
Stets (2006) summarize the symbolic interactionist theory as the repression or expression of 
emotions based on cultural rules and verification of the self within an experience. In the 
classroom environment, the interaction between participants and me is a dialectical relationship 
that sets expectations for teaching and learning. My emotions and emotional response to 
participants influence the emotions and emotional responses of participants. 
According to the symbolic interactionist theory, a teacher's or student's verification of self 
is developed through symbolic gestures, words and actions of others. When the teachers or 
students' verification of sense of self aligns with cultural expectations, Turner and Stets (2006) 
suggest that positive emotions emerge. However, I disagree because if expectation for the self is 
low and this low expectation is confirmed by others, a continuance of negative stereotypes can 
lead to emotions of sadness/ anger and increased power struggles. 
Interaction Ritual Theory 
Since I believe that emotions are both socially and biologically constructed, I included Collins' 
(2004) idea of interaction ritual theory. According to interaction ritual theory, there is an 
assumption that individual and collective emotions and emotional responses are embedded 
within an interaction. During an interaction, teachers and students develop a mutual focus of 
attention and become in sync with the bodily movements and emotions of each other (Collins, 
2004). Dramaturgical and symbolic interactions are embedded in interaction ritual theory 
because teachers and students both negotiate their roles in the interaction based on the meanings 
derived from emotional responses and past experiences. 
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Based on these three perspectives, I introduced heuristics in my math pedagogy courses. I 
use heuristics in this research as a tool that encourages participants to explore, focus and raise 
awareness about their emotions and emotional responses when teaching and learning math. Since 
I believe that emotions and emotional responses are constructed from past experiences and are 
transformed during experiences, the characteristics on a heuristic are developed with participants 
so that they can highlight the expectations they believe should be met during an interaction. I 
believe that one way emotions emerge is based on if the experience meets, exceeds or does not 
meet expectations. Participants may use self talk as they think about what emotions should be 
activated and how they should respond to these emotions. As participants and I discussed ideas 
for emotional responses, a focus on positive vs. negative emotions emerged. Many participants 
felt guilty when they experienced emotions such as anger or disgust while teaching and learning 
mathematics. I shared that emotions do not define who we are, instead the key is not to get stuck 
on emotions. In Chapters Three and Five, I discuss these ideas in greater detail as participants, 
and I develop, use and reflect on the characteristics of a responsive math teacher.  
Positive vs. Negative Emotions 
Another idea that I discuss throughout my dissertation is positive vs. negative emotions. I believe 
that emotions should not be labeled as negative or positive because it leaves individuals feeling 
guilty for experiencing a certain emotion. Frazzetto (2014) defines guilt as an emotional response 
to the belief of having done something wrong. Due to personal values and societal norms, 
teachers might believe they should always experience happiness and satisfaction while teaching 
and learning with students. Consequently, when emotions such as anger or disgust are 
experienced, teachers experience guilt. Also, emotions labeled as negative, such as anger and 
guilt, can empower people to take action. For example, Frazzetto (2014) suggests that without 
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the emotional response of guilt or shame, people would repeatedly make mistakes causing no 
incentive for improvement or change. 
Other researchers make the distinction between positive and negative emotions. Erb 
Smeltzer (2004) looks at positive vs. negative emotions of beginning teachers. She summarizes 
positive emotions as joy/ happiness, fulfillment/ reward, competence/ confidence/ motivation and 
surprise/ fun. Negative emotions were summarized as frustration/ anger, incompetence/ anxiety/ 
fear/ doubt, exhaustion/ stress and disappointment/ discouragement/ sadness. Smeltzer argues 
that beginning teachers express more negative emotions than positive emotions (Figure 1.4).  
	
Figure 1.4 Positive vs. Negative Emotions 
I take a mindfulness approach in which I understand that the emotions experienced are constantly 
changing and do not define who I am. I focus on the consequences of harboring any emotions. 
For example, harboring emotions such as anger can lead to sickness as seen in Llena's case. 
However, through exploring why the emotion of anger emerges can lead to transformations in 
emotional responses to certain stimulus. Also, harboring emotions such as happiness can also 








(2012) discusses the negative effects of recovering too quickly from a situation instead of taking 
time to reflect and explore what is happening and why. Therefore, to extend Smeltzer's findings 
Ilana Lavy and Atara Shriki (2009) suggest that emotional knowledge is an important dimension 
of teaching because once teachers are aware of the emotions that are present, they can begin to 
redirect them. Lavi and Shriki also highlight that teachers' emotional responses differ based on a 
teacher’s personality, cultural background, prior experiences and many other factors. Hence, in 
each chapter I highlighted how participants were encouraged to choose the characteristic that 
was meaningful or salient to them based on their experiences.  
Anxiety as an Emotion 
While investigating anxiety as an emotion, I was brought back to the mind | body 
dialectic. Questions such as, “What is the difference between anxiety and fear and is anxiety an 
emotion or emotional response?” emerged. As explained earlier, emotions are developed through 
behavioral and sociocultural resources. Jonathon Turner (2012) discusses cybernetic control 
systems that monitor the extent to which self is confirmed by others. Emotions such as pride and 
satisfaction are experienced when a person’s sense of self is consistent with what is happening. 
However, when a person’s sense of self is neither verified by others nor aligns with what is 
happening, emotions such as anxiety, distress and anger may be experienced. Additionally, 
Jonathon Turner (2002) highlights that anxiety leads to sudden spikes in emotions that break 
social bonds. In the classroom, this may mean that teachers and students can no longer share 
learning in experiences. Instead, defense mechanisms are activated because they blame the other 
for the lack of verification of self.  
As I continued to investigate anxiety as an emotion, I also came across Frazzetto's (2014) 
exploration of anxiety. From a philosophical lens, anxiety is socially and cognitively constructed. 
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Through past experiences, a person may become anxious about what to expect next. For 
example, I remembered before my maternal grandfather passed away from cancer. Friends and 
family members would go to the doctor and I would not experience anxiety or feel a knot in my 
stomach. After he died, every time a family member or close friend shared that they had 
scheduled a doctor's appointment, I became anxious. I noticed changes in my sleep patterns, 
eating habits and even the way I functioned at work. I also made it my responsibility to attend 
the doctor's appointment or repeatedly call to find out the results. Due to my experience of my 
maternal grandfather’s diagnosis with cancer and passing away on the hospital table, I constantly 
worry about what might happen as my family members or close friends attend a doctor's 
appointment. For me, anxiety stems from an awareness that there are many possibilities I cannot 
control. When I get stuck on trying to control a situation and thinking of all possible solutions, I 
become anxious because I have experienced situations where my expectations were not met. 
I connected my definition of anxiety to power and status theories in the teaching and 
learning environment. Power is defined as the authority one is perceived to have over the other 
(Turner, 2009). Status is defined as the prestige and honor a person is perceived to have (Turner, 
2009). In the classroom, the teacher may be perceived by the student and self as having power 
and status. When the power dynamics are challenged in the classroom due to the students’ 
behavior or cognition, teachers may experience anxiety. Similarly, Sheila Tobias (1993) 
summarizes math anxiety as feelings of stress, angst and panic in regards to performing math.  
Math anxiety normally commences in elementary school and often impacts the choices of 
students in taking advanced math courses in later grades. It is suggested that math anxious 
elementary teachers who avoid teaching math put their students at a significant disadvantage of 
mastering grade level mathematics (Shaikh, 2013). Shamim Nisar Shaikh (2013) terms 
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mathematics as the most anxiety-provoking subject taught in a classroom. Using the 
Mathematics Anxiety Rating scale, he concludes environmental factors produce the highest level 
of mathematics anxiety. This means math anxiety that is learned from parents or elementary 
school teachers is a result of their prior negative experiences with learning mathematics. He 
recommends focusing on a teacher's attitude toward math as a key factor in breaking the cycle of 
math anxiety since environmental factors produce the highest levels of anxiety. 
Math anxiety continues on a cycle that can be passed on from teacher to student. As I 
interacted with teachers in mathematics methods courses across CUNY colleges, I recognized a 
recurring trend in their beliefs about their math abilities. Their beliefs about their abilities 
stemmed from their negative mathematical experiences in early childhood and the elementary 
grades. These experiences led to their negative emotions toward teaching and learning 
mathematics. Liisa Uusimaki and Rod Nason (2004) focus on addressing the causes of negative 
emotions held by early childhood teachers. They believe the causes of a teacher's unwanted 
emotions toward mathematics is crucial for improving their teaching skill and the mathematical 
learning of their students. While I believe knowing the cause of an emotion is an important step 
in finding ways to alleviate the emotion, teachers also need reflexive intervention tools in 
helping them develop long-lasting emotional styles that are not conducive to math anxiety. 
Awareness of Math-teaching Anxiety  
My dissertation emerged from the anxiety preservice teachers experience before and during the 
math pedagogy course. Emotions were explored because getting stuck on any emotion can have 
harmful effects on the physiological and cognitive states of teachers. As seen from the studies 
and examples mentioned above, teachers with mathematics anxiety tend to transfer their anxiety 
to the student. Sian Beilock, Elizabeth Gunderson, Gerardo Ramirez and Susan Levine (2010) 
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discuss that having a highly math-anxious female teacher might influence girls to conform to the 
stereotype that they are not as good as boys in math. They attribute the anxiety experienced by 
the female teachers, in the study, to lack of mathematics content preparation in teacher 
preparation courses. Beilock et al. (2010) summarized that when teachers are anxious about 
teaching math, they tend to use more traditional teaching methods such as devoting more time to 
seatwork and whole-class instruction. Traditional methods include the use of rote memorization 
of algorithms and fewer reasoning skills because that it is how they view the learning of 
mathematics. Teachers who experience anxiety may also tend to neglect the variation in students' 
learning styles, which may unintentionally result in creating mathematics anxiety in their 
students (Bekdemir, 2010). 
Mehmet Bekdemir (2010) also connects math anxiety to how teachers teach math to 
young children. However, he recommends that teachers become aware of their levels of math 
anxiety in efforts to prevent the effects of mathematics anxiety in the classroom. His ideas align 
with the purpose and urgency for designing the responsive math teaching heuristic that is used 
and discussed throughout my dissertation. An awareness of the important role early childhood 
teachers play in teaching mathematics to children can serve as a motivator in learning math 
concepts and skills for better understanding. In a study by Wendy Boyd, Alan Foster, Jubilee 
Smith and William Boyd (2014) many students who linked their poor mathematical ability to "I 
am not a math person," recognized that they could change their emotions toward learning 
mathematics and wanted to learn how to teach it well. 
Davidson (2012) also reports studies on how emotions affect the brain. They summarized 
that sustaining activation in reward processing leads to intense emotions. More specifically, 
emotional energy that is conducive to teaching and learning is maintained when there is warmth, 
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compassion, support, empathy, encouragement, radical listening and speaking and non-judgment 
between teachers and students and students and students. These implications lead to the 
introduction of heuristics as a self-reflective intervention.  
Math Anxiety from a Sociocultural Lens 
On the macro-level gender, racial and ethnic stereotypes about who is viewed as successful in 
mathematics highlight the dialectical relationship between the self and other. It also provides a 
deeper understanding of why certain emotions such as anxiety emerge in some people. 
Throughout my research, I focused more on gender stereotypes due to the dynamics of my 
classroom. In each class, the ratio of women to men was twenty-five to one. Although I did not 
explore racial stereotypes specifically, I acknowledged that stereotypes about race and 
mathematics are also an important aspect when exploring math anxiety from a sociocultural lens. 
Gender Stereotypes 
Math anxiety is defined as a tense feeling that hinders a person from manipulating numbers and 
solving math problems (Tobias, 1993). I began with Tobias’ definition because she too struggled 
with math anxiety and highlighted strategies she used to alleviate her anxiety. In Overcoming 
Math Anxiety, Tobias discusses that many women stray away from math-related careers due to 
psychological, educational and cultural phenomenon. More specifically, women have directly 
and indirectly faced biases when learning mathematics. For example, the universal belief held by 
many parents, teachers and cultural groups that men are genetically better at spatial relationships 
whereas women are more verbal, ingrains the belief that women are genetically not math-
thinking people.  
Another example is that most math and science teachers in secondary and post-secondary 
education are men. Beilock et al. (2010) reveals that although more than three-fourths of public 
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school teachers are female, males dominate secondary and post-secondary education in teaching 
and learning math and science. Additionally, researchers noticed that the more anxiety female 
teachers have toward teaching math, the more likely girls were to endorse the universal 
stereotype and lack confidence in their math abilities (Beilock et al., 2010). Beilock et. al.’s 
study shows how negative social and cognitive math experiences can lead to math anxiety.  
To extend on the idea of how negative social experiences in male dominated subjects can 
lead to anxiety and stray away from the subjects, I highlighted the experiences of Katelin 
Corbett, a woman who enjoys male-dominated subjects such as math and science. In a personal 
narrative by Corbett (2016) she wrote, "One of very few women in my formal science classes, I 
studied physics surrounded by male teachers and male students who had very concrete goals" (p. 
372). In her narrative, she attributes her positive experiences with high school math and science 
related courses due to her cognitive abilities. However, even though she felt confident in solving 
math and science related problems and was not treated differently in her courses, internally she 
struggled with developing her identity as a science-thinking person. This was due to the lack of 
female representation in teaching and learning the subjects. She felt that through assimilating and 
becoming ‘one of the guys,' she met the requirement of becoming a science-thinking person. She 
concludes that students' choices to engage in a subject, is highly influenced by the personal 
identities that are aligned with how they see themselves in the world.  
Similar, to Corbett (2016), I too enjoyed male-dominated subjects such as mathematics. I 
loved manipulating numbers and remembered my dream job was to be an accountant. In 
elementary through secondary school, I never paid attention to the gender disparities in my 
classes. All the courses I took were required, and I graduated from high school a year early since 
my high school did not offer advanced courses. During my first year of college, I began taking 
	 28	
calculus and accounting. I quickly realized the gender disparities in the classroom. I was the only 
African American woman in both my calculus and accounting classes. In the accounting class, 
there were two women in a class of twenty-one students, and in the calculus class there were 
three women out of 17 students. Just seeing the dynamics of the class made me feel out of place. 
However, what made it worse was being ignored. I remember in my calculus class I would raise 
my hand to answer questions and the professor would never acknowledge me. He would always 
call on the white male student that sat next to me. During the Week Seven of the course, the 
professor tested the class' knowledge by giving us a test on functions and derivatives. When he 
graded my first test, and I received ninety percent, one of the highest scores in the class, I noticed 
that he began calling on me to answer questions. Consequently, by the time he acknowledged 
me, I had already checked out emotionally and later on dropped the course.  
Stereotype Threat 
Racial and ethnic stereotypes can also lead to math anxiety. I remember at the beginning of one 
semester, I read a math autobiography that stated, "I am good at math because I am Chinese." As 
I read this statement, I began to think about stereotype threat. In a study by Claude Steele, Steven 
Spencer and Joshua Aronson (2002) they conclude that stereotypes effect a person's performance 
or underperformance when engaged in difficult subjects. To arrive at this conclusion, researchers 
gave two groups of people a difficult math test but presented the test in different ways. To one 
group, it was highlighted that men normally scored better than women on this test. In the other 
group, it was highlighted that women always did as well as men. Highlighting that women 
always did as well as men was important because women already may have had the stereotype 
ingrained that they were not good at the subject based on their gender. As a result, the math test 
scores for men and women identified their performance in math in similar ways. When 
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performance in math was based on gender was not highlighted, there was a small gap between 
test scores. When performance in math was based on gender was highlighted, there was a 
significant gap (almost ten times as much) between test scores. Men who were told they 
normally do better than women on the test scored higher than men who were told both genders 
did the same. 
Based on my exploration of math anxiety, it can be concluded that a stereotype threat can 
interfere with a teacher's math teaching and learnings because of anxieties about fulfilling the 
stereotype of being judged by the stereotype. In the next section, I highlighted possibilities of 
ameliorating some of the anxieties teachers may experience as they learn and teach math. 
Math Anxiety through a Cultural Lens 
Exploring math anxiety highlights the influence that stereotypes have on a teacher’s confidence 
to learn and teach math. Just focusing on the content is not enough to help teachers become 
confident in math. Overcoming societal structures must be addressed. Tobias’ (1993) and 
Corbett’s (2016) approaches to overcoming the anxieties and gender disparities toward learning 
and teaching math and science are examined through a cultural lens. The anxiety and gender 
disparities that these women faced stemmed from cultural views and educational experiences. A 
strategy that Tobias suggests to overcome math anxiety was changing attitudes and shattering 
myths about who can do math and what type of mathematical knowledge is valued. Similarly, 
Corbett (2016) calls for math and science to be viewed as a culture that encourages all genders to 
participate in teaching and learning the subjects that are currently male dominated. Teaching 
these subjects will be based on students’ lived experiences and not predetermined by outdated 
beliefs that benefit only one group.  
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By collaborating with participants to develop and use heuristics as a reflexive tool, an 
opportunity exists to explore some of the underlying experiences that lead to certain emotional 
responses when teaching and learning math. As participants and I explored math anxiety, other 
emotional responses such as showing empathy to self and others emerged from our discussions. 
Through using the heuristic, participants and I were encouraged to reflexively change some 
emotional responses in teaching and learning spaces.  
The Teacher | Researcher’s First Experience with Heuristics 
In this section, I included my own experience with using heuristics. Hans Gadamer (1998) 
suggest "hermeneutics must start from a position that a person seeking to understand something 
has a bond with the subject matter that connects with the tradition from which it speaks" (p. 295). 
Therefore, in this section, I traced my ontological shift as I first encountered a heuristic.  
Narrative Account  
As a kindergarten teacher, I (teacher | researcher) was faced with many external stressors. My 
role was not only to teach the children I worked with but to complete excessive amounts of 
paperwork by deadlines that were many times given a few hours in advance. I was also grappling 
with school and citywide goals that were developmentally inappropriate for the students, such as 
expecting five-year-old students to independently read books that were suggested for second 
graders. Although I had attended many teacher professional developments based on content 
knowledge and developmental theories on early childhood education, I was overwhelmed by the 
new initiatives that were expected of teachers. I was experiencing role conflict and ambiguity 
which many times leads to teacher burnout (Rizzo, House & Lirtzman, 1970). I was expected to 
perform inconsistent sets of behaviors simultaneously. I had a lack of clear, consistent 
information about the duties and responsibilities of teaching. I was expected by my 
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administrators to give weekly tests to four- and five-year-olds, although I knew this was not 
developmentally appropriate or social-emotionally responsive for young children.  
As a teacher | researcher, my philosophy on designing mathematical experiences for 
young children was highly influenced by the works of Vygotsky (1978). I view teaching and 
learning as dialectical social constructs. Both teachers and students learn from each other through 
discussion and questioning with the use of various objects and real life experiences. However, 
this was not happening in the classroom environment. Two to three times per week students were 
sitting independently to take various content area tests. In response to these external stressors, I 
experienced weight loss and changes in sleep patterns. I would also continuously push the 
students and myself to meet the school-wide and city-wide mandated goals. At that moment, I 
did not realize I was losing excessive weight. Nor did I realize that I was pushing my students 
without being responsive to their individual needs. 
During the 2013 spring semester, I took a course with Tobin. During the second week of 
the course, I was introduced to a mindfulness heuristic. At first, I rated each characteristic with 
very often/ always because I considered myself as mindful without truly reflecting on my 
practices. According to John Loughran (2002), reflective practice is attractive to many teachers 
because it is seen as something useful and informing. Consequently, if reflection is to be 
authentic, it is important for teachers and teacher educators to question assumptions and see their 
practice through the lens of others. Loughran (2002) also suggests that simply being encouraged 
to reflect will not benefit the reflector. Instead, teacher educators and teachers must pay 
particular attention to the context of internal and external stressors that surface as they are 
teaching and learning about teaching. Loughran (2002) adapted from John Dewey (1933) closely 
aligned with my views on the power of reflection in teaching and learning.  
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Before taking the heuristic, I rarely focused on my emotions as I taught in the classroom 
or interacted in the school where I worked. The focus of my reflections before, during and after a 
lesson was, did students understand what was taught and what strategies could be used to 
enhance understanding. Approximately two weeks later, I revisited the mindfulness heuristic. I 
decided to revisit the heuristic because the emotional climate in my classroom was low. I did not 
feel like I was responding to the needs of my students. During weekly tests, some children 
pushed their paper to the side stating, "I cannot do it." Other students stated, “Oh no, another 
test." These behaviors were displayed throughout the school year. However, I ignored them in 
the past. According to Hargreaves (1998), good teachers are passionate about their relationship 
with students. I was stuck on my feelings of being overwhelmed and stressed by the excessive 
amounts of paperwork and accountability for test grades. I did not focus on the emotions being 
displayed by my students. Nor did I focus on how my emotions effected the classroom 
environments. 
As I revisited the mindfulness heuristic (Powietrzynska, Tobin, & Alexakos, 2015), I 
found myself constantly reflecting on three characteristics. (1) I am aware of others’ emotions 
from the tone of their voices. (2) I recognize others’ emotions by looking at their faces. (3) I 
notice my emotions without reacting to them. These three characteristics were salient to what 
was being experienced in the classroom environment. As I interacted with children in the 
classroom, I decided to consciously reflect on these characteristics when I began to feel stressed. 
I also realized that I was not only reflecting on these characteristics as I was faced with external 
stressors at school, but also when I interacted with family members and friends outside the 
school.  
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Currently, I do not consider myself one hundred percent mindful. Nevertheless, I have 
become more reflexive in how I interact with others. I continue to reflect on different 
characteristics as I make ontological, axiological and epistemological shifts in my practices.  
This brief narrative serves as the first account in which I, teacher | researcher had experiences 
with using a heuristic to mediate reflexivity. It also serves as segue into explaining the purpose 
of this research. I made explicit the pre-understandings of using heuristics as a reflexive tool and 
acknowledge my subjective judgment in introducing heuristics to the group of preservice 
teachers. Ontologically, I believe there are multiple realities that are constructed and can be 
altered by the learner. I have come to realize that there is no singular reality or universal truth. I 
address the areas of crisis of representation in which any efforts to produce definitive statements 
or objective truths are abandoned (Tobin, 2013). Epistemologically, I view knowledge as 
evolving, complex, uncertain and subjective. Both the preservice teachers and the teacher | 
researcher are interactively linked to the construction of making meaning and developing 
understanding. 
Outline for the Remainder of the Dissertation 
In this first chapter, I included three sections. In the first section, I described my purpose for 
engaging in each research study. As I described my purpose, I illuminated my axiology because 
it provided the readers with insight through the lens in which this dissertation was written. In the 
second section, I included a brief literature review to highlight how emotions were discussed in 
each chapter. I did not provide an exhaustive literature review because each chapter includes a 
literature review that connects to the focus of that chapter. In the last section, I included my 
narrative with using heuristics to highlight my own experiences with using the construct that is 
further described and discussed in each chapter.  
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Chapter Two includes the Sheffer stroke (|) between the words teacher | researcher 
because during the time of writing that chapter I did not understand the dialectical relationship 
between a teacher | researcher. I acknowledged the expertise of the teachers in the classroom but 
still viewed the researcher as separate from the teacher. At that time, I was accustomed to 
working with researchers to share my ideas of the classroom practices that I saw beneficial to my 
students. The researchers would then connect my ideas to or develop new theories. In Chapter 
Two I also discussed the term is ‘teacher as researcher,' which is the collaboration between both 
teachers and researchers to develop theory and practice. I reflected on Sharada Gade’s (2015) 
paper about relational agency to shed light on the collaboration that needs to exist between 
teachers and researchers as curriculum is designed and implemented. 
In Chapter Three, I began the exploration of acknowledging myself as a teacher | 
researcher. I introduced the development of a responsive math teaching heuristic and discuss 
how it was used in the classroom. I also described the process of collaborating with participants 
in the classroom as we developed and reflected on the characteristics of the heuristic.  
In Chapter Four my discussion of my experience with using a heuristic I engaged in 
teacher | research. In Chapter 4, I also began to explore the power dynamics during an interaction 
and how the heuristic was used as a reflexive tool to negotiate these dynamics. 
In Chapter Five, I focused on a section of a heuristic with a focus on teacher’s ideas about 
empathy. We explored how prospective teachers show empathy to themselves and others when 
teaching and learning mathematics. Additionally, I described how my perspective on empathy 
was challenged as I engaged in the exploration of empathy with preservice teachers.  
In Chapter Six, I closed with a discussion about what I learned and how I have changed 
as I developed as a teacher | researcher. I shared my emotional journey as a teacher, teacher-
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educator and researcher and discussed how dominant worldviews influenced my emotional 
experiences.  





EXPLORING RELATIONAL AGENCY WHILE DEVELOPING AS A TEACHER | 
RESEARCHER 
There is a ubiquitous dichotomy between which approaches should be used in designing and 
implementing the curriculum. Some researchers suggest the decentralization of decision-making 
when designing and implementing curriculum undermines the use of teachers’ practical 
knowledge (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). These researchers claim the findings of educational 
research are irrelevant because outsiders do them. They believe there needs to be direct 
experience of the classroom interactions to have valid knowledge of it (Kemmis & McTaggart, 
2005). Alberto Rodriguez (2008) describes how the detached role of a researcher can do more 
harm to educational policy than good in preserving the status quo of hindering advances in 
education. He pushes for researchers and teachers to coexist in promoting effective, long lasting 
change in teaching and learning (Rodriguez, 2008). 
On the other hand, some researchers push for ideas in teaching and learning to be gained 
through the involvement of outside experts (Corcoran et al., 2001). Outside experts are viewed as 
objective researchers who present ideas directly to teachers with a generalizable goal in mind. 
These experts facilitate the implementation of the curriculum and strategies in selected 
classrooms without the collaboration and input of teachers (Corcoran et al., 2001). They base 
their designs on theory rather than practical knowledge.  
In my research, I wanted to find a way to bridge the gap between theoretical and practical 
knowledge. In February 2015, I shared this interest with my advisors from my research 
committee. One of my advisors, Kenneth Tobin, asked me to write a forum response essay to 
Sharada Gade’s (2015) paper Unpacking Teacher–Researcher Collaboration with Three 
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Theoretical Frameworks: A Case of Expansive Learning Activity? At first, I was nervous 
because I was not familiar with theories on relational agency or expansive learning activity. 
However, Tobin encouraged me to write from my experiences. Encouraging me to share my 
ideas through this gave me the confidence to realize that what I know is valued in a doctoral 
program. It also helped me understand that the multilectical relationship between learning, 
teaching and researching is an emergent and contingent process that happens through social 
interactions between the self and the other. 
As I began writing the forum response, I read some of the works from Anne Edwards 
(2009) and Yrjö Engström (2009a; 2009b) and used Gade’s (2015) work as a springboard to 
sharing my own experiences. Although I was not fully immersed in the theory, I gathered that 
Tobin viewed practical knowledge as equally valuable to theoretical knowledge. He wanted to 
hear my voice and the difference in perspective that was highlighted throughout my paper. In 
doing so, I also explored the type of teacher | researcher I wanted to be. I wanted to explore 
contradictions that emerged in my classroom and investigate these contradictions based on 
historical, cultural, political and economic structures that impacted the teaching and learning 
environment. I also wanted to include the voices of the preservice teachers to afford to learn 
from the differences. Finally, I wanted to share my learning experiences as I engaged in 
relational thinking with teachers as a form of agency to encourage others to learn from and with 
their students. 
I included my response essay (Wright, 2015) to Gade’s paper as a part of my dissertation, 
to highlight my understandings as a beginning teacher | researcher. In the response essay, I did 
not include the Sheffer stroke between the words teacher and researcher, because, at the time of 
writing the essay, I did not fully understand the dialectical relationship between teacher and 
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researcher. I also did not feel that I had a deep enough understanding of the theory to connect 
with my classroom practical experience. Instead, I included the term ‘teacher as researcher' 
because I viewed both the teacher and researcher as two separate entities with different expertise, 
which collaboratively shared ideas through enacting relational agency.  
Gade’s Description of Teacher-Researcher Collaborations   
Gade (2015) explores and theorizes her experiences as she collaborated with a teacher, Lotta, 
during math lessons in a fourth-grade classroom. She discusses how relational agency is enacted 
through empowering both the teacher and researcher to collaboratively make meaning of what is 
happening in the classroom and why. Together both the teacher and researcher engage in 
transformative practices as they develop possible strategies for ameliorating challenges that 
occur during math teaching and learning experiences.  
Gade’s (2015) description closely aligns with the ideas brought forth in Rodriguez's 
(2008) paper. Rodriguez sheds light on an essential transformation that needs to exist in today's 
classrooms as new curriculum and standards are being designed and implemented. As a teacher 
and doctoral student, the dichotomy between teacher and researcher was evident as both personas 
coexist. This dichotomy is often shaped by societal views of a teacher and a researcher. The 
teacher is viewed as the implementer of the curriculum developed by the experts. The curriculum 
developer (researcher) is viewed as the objective expert who can theoretically enhance students' 
outcomes. It is assumed that if the teacher implements the curriculum correctly, the students will 
succeed academically. However, these views do not take into account the differences in the 
actual classroom experiences occurring between teachers and learners.  
Analyzing the collaboration between Gade and Lotta encouraged me to develop a deeper 
understanding of how the line between teacher and researcher could be blurred and the 
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arguments for expansive learning activity theory could be developed using their classroom 
experiences as a guide. Often, as curriculum is being developed, the curriculum writers are not 
situated in the classrooms where the actual practices are enacted. Therefore, dissension forms 
between the intention of the curriculum designed and its implementation. A call for teacher-
researcher collaborations in developing what is taught in the classroom can provide more 
meaningful teaching and learning experiences for all parties involved. Instead of focusing solely 
on theoretical knowledge of education or classroom-based knowledge, both pieces of knowledge 
can coexist.  
Understanding Relational Agency 
Teachers may experience a certain level of professional isolation as they teach and learn in their 
classrooms. Instead of collaborating with colleagues, students, administrators, researchers and/ or 
parents to investigate what is happening in the classroom and why, teachers may seek ideas from 
books, the internet and or out-of-classroom workshops (Williams, 2010). However, with the 
implementation of the Charlotte Danielson (2013) rubric as a teacher evaluation tool, there is a 
new focus on professionalism and measures of collaboration with others in meeting the needs of 
all students. Gade’s (2015) paper highlights the urgency for teacher and researcher 
collaborations. She focuses on the collaboration between a researcher in the field and a teacher 
and highlights the need for relational agency.  
Relational Agency and Teacher as Researcher  
Through reading Gade’s paper, I defined relational agency as a dialectical relationship between 
the self and others in efforts of fostering change. Relational agency begins with relational 
knowing. Relational knowing illuminates the idea that knowledge is socially constructed. While 
enacting relational knowing a teacher can formulate important relationships to be encouraged to 
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learn more about her/himself as s/he learns with others. In Gade’s paper, both she and the teacher 
were able to align their thoughts and actions as they made meaning of what was happening and 
why it was happening. Relational agency connects to the idea of teacher as researcher because 
both the teacher and researcher collaborate to recognize the intentions and resources that the 
other brings to the interaction (Gade, 2015).  
The term teacher as researcher also highlights what can happen as teachers and 
researchers collaboratively interact in a classroom to make meaning of their experiences. As I 
read Gade’s (2015) paper, I noticed that both the teacher and researcher engage in transformative 
practices by using resources that were obtained from cultural artifacts and prior interactions with 
others. Kenneth Tobin and Michael-Wolff Roth (2006) highlight this process as ‘being in with.' 
Through the teacher and researcher collaboration, the teacher becomes as the researcher and the 
researcher becomes like the teacher as they share knowledge in theory and practice that are both 
viewed as valuable.  
Relational agency is formed as collaborations develop between teachers, teachers and 
students, teacher and parents, teacher and administrators and/ or teacher and researcher/ 
curriculum developer. Edwards (2009) discusses an idea of learning as enhancing individual 
understanding and a focus on learning as systemic change. As teaching and learning unfold in the 
classroom environment, teachers can take into account their narratives and develop an 
understanding of others. With this understanding, teachers can move within and across 
boundaries to enhance teaching and learning experiences as well as address societal issues. 
Relational Agency and Teacher-Researcher Collaborations 
Gade’s (2015) paper contributes to the expanding idea of teacher and researcher collaborations 
using three theoretical constructs (1) relational knowing, (2) relational agency and (3) 
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cogenerative dialogue. All three constructs encompass an overarching theme of mutual respect 
for individual ideas as people collaborate with each other to enhance teaching and learning 
experiences. Throughout Gade’s and Lotta’s exchanges, there is mutual respect and willingness 
to learn from the other's ideas as they reflect on their ideas. The mutual respect also transfers to 
the interactions between the teacher, researcher and students. I focused on relational agency 
since “one gains authority and agency by being recognized by a community and receiving 
support from a community” (Engström, 2009b, p. 317).  
Relational agency encourages collaboration across fields and boundaries because there 
are intentions in drawing resources from all fields. Differences can be seen as a resource during 
collaborations. As people collaborate, respecting differences becomes a priority in creating 
meaningful exchanges (Tobin, 2014). For instance, as a classroom teacher, when I felt my ideas 
were valued and challenged or expanded upon in a positive way, I became more receptive to 
others' ideas. I was also inclined to share other ideas I may have had. I remember first entering 
the doctoral program in August 2012. I was excited as I read a multitude of theories aligned with 
what was happening in the classroom. However, a disconnect transpired when I was told that I 
needed to focus more on the theory and less on the practical classroom experiences that were 
happening in my classroom. As I heard this, I felt my role as a teacher diminish. I began to see 
the dichotomy between teacher and researcher. From then on, I began writing simply about 
theory on educational research rather than the experiences in the field. As I did this my writing in 
regards to theoretical frameworks suffered because it lacked my personal experiences. My 
teaching practices also suffered because I did not make connections to theoretical frameworks.  
In February 2014, I met my advisor, Alexakos, during a course on exploring emotions in 
teaching and learning. After reading and discussing John Dewey (2004) and Lawrence 
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Stenhouse’s (1975) work on teacher research, I remembered the importance of including 
classroom experiences in my writing. I was once again aligning my experiences with educational 
theories as I did when I first entered the program. My advisor encouraged me to add my voice 
and ideas to the theories I was reading about. The shared dialogues about the readings, ideas and 
reflections empowered me to become an agent of my practice. The theoretical lenses I used 
encouraged me to ask the following questions: What can I change? What can I expand? What I 
can share with others?  
Relational agency continues to be enacted between my advisor and me as we expand on 
each other's ideas about theory and actual classroom practice. I can transfer our discussions and 
the empowerment gained from our interactions to the school environment as an early childhood 
teacher and mentor as well as a teacher educator at the university level. As I interact with others 
within and across fields, I am mindful of their ideas. I promote relational agency as I discuss and 
expand on others’ ideas without diminishing their roles as teachers. 
Expansive Learning Theory  
Engström (2009a) criticizes Cultural Historic Activity Theory in regards to the primary focus on 
individual actors. He calls for an expansive learning theory in which primacy is placed on 
communities as learners as well as individuals. Transformation and creation of culture emerge 
through horizontal movement, hybridization and the formation of theoretical concepts (Angstrom 
& Sanninom 2010). I agree with Engström’s ideas. Teaching and learning is a social process. 
However, I also believe that within a social process of teaching and learning there are advantages 
to understanding the individual histories to understand the collective ones better. These 
advantages are illustrated in Gade’s cogenerative dialogues with the classroom teacher, Lotta 
(Gade, 2015). Both Lotta and Gade reflected on past experiences that impacted their 
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collaborations as they collectively worked together in co-authoring their teaching and learning 
experiences. Also in developing an understanding of my position as I developed as a teacher and 
researcher, I enhanced my collaborations with others and produced learning in a field that 
explored issues in today's society (Engeström, 2009a).  
Gade’s construct of relational agency recognizes the expertise needed by a collaboration 
of teachers as they survive teaching in public school systems (Gade, 2015). Gade has the role of 
researcher in the classroom but does not diminish Lotta's contributions to the teaching and 
learning process. She learns from the teacher, and the teacher learns from her. The context in 
which they collaborate demonstrates an environment where ideas are shared, interpreted and 
expanded as all participants gained trust. Gade discusses instances where Lotta and she used 
each other as resources in pursuit of meeting the needs of all learners. She writes,  
The contradictions we faced were characterized by wider concerns about falling standards 
in mathematics by Swedish students as shown by international tests and our wanting to 
advance communication for mathematics to meet Lotta’s project goals. In such pursuit, 
both Lotta and I had to be resourceful and draw on expertise that neither of us had. This 
meant we aligned and realigned our thoughts and actions to meet with issues we now face 
as practitioners. (p. 11)   
Edwards expands on this idea in her discussion on distributed expertise and relational agency 
(Edwards, 2009). Distributive expertise urges practitioners to recognize and contribute to the 
broadband of expertise across local systems. Relational agency takes it one step further in 
aligning one's thoughts and actions with those of others. There is a mutual focus on the object, as 
the object is expanded and transformed through recognizing and accessing the resources that 
others interpret and respond to the object (Edwards, 2009). However, there is a shortage of 
	 44	
mutual focus in today's school systems among researchers, administrators and teachers and 
students. This shortage of mutual focus is due to a lack of trust and respect for the others 
contribution to teaching and learning. Therefore, the alignment of ideas is not coherent. 
Successful collaborations, as seen between Gade and Lotta, are nearly impossible to obtain 
(Gade, 2015).  
Expansive Learning Theory as Beginning Stages of Authentic Inquiry 
Expansive learning theory embeds the idea of teacher as researcher in an historical, societal, 
cultural, economic and political context. I believe that expansive learning is the beginning stages 
of Tobin's authenticity inquiry (Tobin, 2006). In both expansive learning activity and authentic 
inquiry, contradictions are valued and viewed as a springboard for research. The teacher as 
researcher is embedded in a community of learners in which learning is continuous (Tobin, 
2006). A teacher as researcher engaged in expansive learning collaboratively explores 
contradictions within the classroom from different perspectives and embeds these contradictions 
within the larger structure such as a school, community, political or other entities in efforts of 
learning from others and affording change. They also explore their values and contradictions as 
they engage within a community of learners. Engaging in expansive learning activity transforms 
the teacher as researcher into a teacher | researcher because she no longer only focuses on 
classroom practices, but expands research to explore other structures that impact classroom 
practices. 
Teacher as Researcher vs. Teacher | Researcher 
Teacher as researcher and teacher | researcher both promote teachers collaborating with others to 
make meaning of teaching and learning practices intentionally. In both instances, research 
emerges from teachers' questions and reflections on classroom practices. Often teachers as 
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researchers focus on how to improve their practice within the classroom. However, a teacher | 
researcher extends questions about classroom practices as societal structures are explored that 
impact classroom practices. Societal structures can include race, gender, school-based policies, 
silenced knowledge and educational policies.  
History of Teacher Research Theory  
The theory of teacher research is not a novel idea. Martyn Hammersley (1993) posits that the 
history of the teacher and researcher collaborations examine the efforts to define what the 
theories have become today. Hammersley dates the first idea of encouraging teachers to research 
their schools and/ or classrooms using curriculum already developed by policy makers to the 
1950s and credits the 1949 work of Stephen Corey. However, many of the earlier approaches 
focused on the scientific method using quantitative methods to solve educational problems 
rejecting the social aspect of education. These criticisms caused a new type of evaluation system 
to be developed in which researchers and teachers worked together to implement curriculum in 
the classrooms.  
Within this evaluation, curriculum developers served as professional developers for 
teachers as they implemented new curriculum and continuously reflected on their practices. 
Hammersley shifts to the work of Stenhouse (1975). Stenhouse defines the role of a teacher as a 
reflective practitioner. As teachers reflect, they commit to methodical questioning and studying 
of their teaching practice to enhance development (Stenhouse, 1975). As teachers study their 
teaching practices, they question and test theories aligned with their practices and experiences in 
the classroom and are ready to collaborate with others to enhance their professionalism 
(Stenhouse, 1975). This evaluation system to some extent can still be seen in New York City 
Public Schools today.  
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During the summer of the 2013–2014 school year, selected teachers attended professional 
development workshops in preparation for the implementation of the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS) aligned to the literacy curriculum, Ready Gen and mathematics curriculum, 
Go Math. These workshops extended throughout the school year to support teachers in the 
implementation of the curriculum. The first professional development introduced both teachers 
and administrators to the curriculum. The follow-up professional development series asked 
teachers to reflect on struggles and triumphs that occurred as they implemented each module. At 
these workshops, teachers shared ideas in small groups as the curriculum developers commented 
on questions that emerged. The curriculum developers also highlighted teaching strategies they 
believed exhibited best practices. 
To some extent, these workshops adhered to the social construction of knowledge 
suggesting that meaningful personal knowledge is socially constructed through shared 
understandings (Hollingsworth et al., 1993). The curriculum developers attempted to gain 
knowledge of the success of the curriculum through the social construction provided by the 
workshops. However, the curriculum was already written with a set purpose in mind, which was 
to ensure teachers had access to a curriculum that was aligned with the new CCSS. The 
curriculum did not change even though teachers shared their issues with the curriculum 
developers. According to Tobin (2014), although the professional developers are willing to listen 
and learn from the teachers' classroom experiences as they implemented the curriculum, the 
discussions converged toward a narrow set of conclusions. Also, the researchers or curriculum 
developers were not based in the actual field participating in practitioner inquiry, which led to 
dissension between what was happening in the actual classroom as the curriculum was being 
implemented and what the developers had in mind. The teachers were not a part of the 
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theoretical practice, and the researchers were not part of the classroom practice. Because of this 
dichotomy, there was a call for teachers and researchers to bridge the gap and minimize the 
dissensions between theory and classroom practice. In addressing the potential problems aligned 
with research that intends to validate best practices, Tobin (2014, p. 133) writes, 
...Fields that are dynamically structured and unbounded, the enactment of any curriculum 
project is subject to an ever-changing flux of structures that can produce culture that is 
simultaneously the same and different than what is produced when the ‘same’ curriculum 
is enacted in another time and place.  
This quote summarizes the need for researchers to gain insight into what is happening and why it 
is happening from the lens of the classroom teacher.  
In New York City Public Schools many teacher-researcher collaborations exist among 
teachers, administrators, parents and school-based support teams. The purpose of these 
collaborations was to enhance the implementation of the curriculum in improving student 
achievement. All members of these collaborations used theory gained from professional 
developments, literature and guest speakers in analyzing student, classroom and school practices. 
However, rarely was there an actual researcher who enters the classroom and collaborated with 
teachers and students to create educational policies or curriculum that were focused on the needs 
of the students and the resources that the teacher had.  
Most researchers who research the field are observant and try to form objective ideas that 
can be generalized for all to use. Even administrators evaluate teachers with the intent to look for 
best practices so that they can be implemented in other classrooms, without acknowledging the 
differences in teacher and student personalities and experiences. In these instances, there is a 
need for the collaborations between teacher and researcher. Through these collaborations, efforts 
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can be made in building relational agency between colleagues, without disregarding differences 
and shifting away from a one-size-fits-all claim. 
Teacher as Researcher  
Ken Futernick (2007), after surveying 2,000 current and former teachers, concludes that teachers 
felt greater personal satisfaction when they believed in their efficacy, was involved in decision-
making, and established strong collegial relationships. With this data, we can see there is a need 
for teacher and researcher collaborations. There is also a need for teachers to conduct research in 
their classrooms. The concept of teacher as researcher views teachers as active participants in 
conducting research to enhance their classroom environments, modifying curriculum and 
assisting in professional development planning (Muirhead, 2002). Lotta, the teacher in Gade's 
research, portrayed all of these qualities in enhancing student achievement (Gade, 2015).  
Marilyn Cochran-Smith and Susan Lytle (1990) suggest what is missing from the 
knowledge base for teaching are the voices of teachers themselves. Gade’s work correlates 
highly with these ideas as she utilizes the questioning techniques the teacher uses and builds 
upon the interpretive frames the teacher uses to improve overall classroom practices (Gade, 
2015). She does not limit the teaching and learning experience to what the academics or theorists 
have chosen to study but incorporates the actual classroom practices, which leads to the 
transformation of both the teacher and researcher becoming teacher researchers. As they are both 
transformed to teachers as researchers, they are questioning the boundaries that lay between 
pedagogical actions and theoretical perspectives.  
Research on teaching and teacher research. Gade (2015) highlights the dichotomy 
between research on teaching and teacher research. Research on teaching explores effective 
teaching by generalizing particular processes with teacher behaviors and particular products with 
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student achievement while developing universal ideas to be used by all since it was successful in 
a particular instance (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). Cochran Smith and Lytle posit that the 
research on teaching provides a linear view of the teaching and learning process, which promotes 
the dichotomy between teacher and researcher. Research on teaching also hinders the construct 
of relational agency since the main focus is reproducing the actions of teachers rather than 
enhancing their capacity to incorporate professional judgment within and across fields.  
Gade’s collaboration with Lotta aligns with the notion of teacher as researcher, which 
encourages teachers to become thoroughly involved in the research process. Stenhouse’s 
definition of research stimulates the idea of teacher as researcher since most teachers partake in 
‘systematic, self-critical inquiry’ as they work in the field (Stenhouse, 1975). Cochran-Smith and 
Lytle (1999) decompose Stenhouse’s definition into three parts (1) systematic, (2) intentional 
and (3) inquiry, which are highlighted in the collaboration between Gade and Lotta. They began 
with systematic meaning or the ways of gathering and recording information. Both Gade and 
Lotta gathered information through working together in the field and discussing shared practices 
during cogenerative dialogues. The collaboration between Gade and Lotta was a planned 
activity, which was categorized as intentional. However, even though their collaboration was a 
planned activity, they drew on various resources to satisfy the needs they perceived as 
practitioners in the field. They were not stuck on one planned objective. Gade (2015) writes, 
“Where the object of the former was to intervene in Lotta’s classroom instruction, that of the 
latter was to build theory and co-author research (p.610).” In this sense, Gade and Lotta’s work 
is categorized as inquiry, since the teacher research seen in their collaboration stems from and 
generates questions reflecting on their desires to make sense of their experiences.  
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Gade and Lotta brought along a set of experiences and expectations to new situations. 
The expertise Lotta gained from her collaboration with Gade provided the opportunity for her to 
evaluate project proposals of other teachers in the next cycle of the funding for the project. The 
work with Gade empowered Lotta to become a teacher as researcher in the field. As both 
collaborated with others and brought their expertise gained from their initial collaboration, their 
revisited collaborations were enhanced through their experiences.  
Additionally, Gade and Lotta made transformations in shifting attention from universal 
issues teachers face, to actions that teachers can take as they learn from the others’ experiences. 
Teachers focus on actions that enhance student achievement in the classroom. As such, they are 
empowered to utilize their agency and distribute their expertise gained directly from the field, 
making teaching and learning a more meaningful process.  
In acknowledging the divide between the high-status information attained through 
university-based teaching and the systematic inquiry in addressing significant issues teachers 
face, I drew on Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (1999) two major issues in educational research. In 
discussing meaningful teaching and learning processes, the issue of ownership and content come 
into play. Teacher as researchers at the K-12 level participate in teacher research as they 
complete degrees for a prerequisite in becoming certified teachers. However, as these teachers 
enter the classroom, their questions on discrepancies between teacher practices and theory in the 
classroom are disregarded since they are not framed in the language of educational theorists. 
Difference is seen as weakness. There is a push for commonalities in perspectives, language and 
classroom experiences in efforts to promote universal behaviors in teaching and learning. 
However, by disregarding the knowledge teachers acquire in the actual classroom environments, 
there is a move away from the central goal of developing relational agency as collaborations are 
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formed. In more recent works, teacher as researcher is seen as a bridge in spanning tensions 
between teaching professionals and academic researchers. This bridge leads to research 
techniques that promote knowledge production and ownership through exploring practical 
challenges in the classroom (Gray, 2013). 
Teacher researchers through relational agency. As a teacher in the kindergarten 
classroom and a teacher educator, I needed a multitude of resources to meet the needs of all 
learners. Through inter-class visitations, observations, discussions and professional 
developments, I collected resources and utilized my human agency in incorporating ideas that 
were beneficial to the classroom environment. Each classroom and student are different from 
day-to-day, which hinders the successful application of universal rules in the classroom 
environment. Hence, continuing efforts to learn from the interaction with other teachers, 
administrators, parents and students along with constant reflection as ideas are implemented, 
leads to effective teaching and learning environments (Learner, 2006).  
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) summarize ways in which the dichotomies between 
teacher and researcher can be minimized. They suggest promoting the teacher as a knower and 
agent for change. By promoting teacher agency, commonalities and differences between teacher 
and researcher are highlighted. As the commonalities and differences are highlighted, the 
isolation of teaching can be alleviated leading to creative discourse about critical issues and 
practices. 
What Have I Learned 
Through writing a response to Gade’s (2015) paper, reflecting on my own experience as a 
teacher and my beginning experiences as a researcher, I learned that collaboration is the key to 
developing as a teacher | researcher. Even though the individual is labeled as a teacher | 
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researcher, the Sheffer stroke highlights all the collaborations and social learning that occurs 
during the continuous development. I also learned that it is not enough to research the practices 
happening within the classroom. Research needs to be multi-leveled, in which there is an 
exploration of what is happening and why based on the prior experiences of students and 
teachers within the classroom, school and society. As I began to acknowledge myself as a 
teacher | researcher, I realized that it was important for my research to include my voice and the 
voices of others who influenced the research to highlight how collaborating with others promotes 
transformed practices. It was also important to explore historical, cultural and political 
experiences that would impact the research. 
Overall, the concept of relational agency encapsulates a multitude of practices and ideas 
that are enacted in successful collaborations as seen in Gade and Lotta’s work. Although the 
concept of relational agency is difficult to master in many instances, the school environment is in 
need of successful collaborative techniques that encourage individuals to voice their opinions by 
promoting the best possible teaching and learning environments. In the school system, there are 
not many instances where a researcher enters the classroom and collaborates with the teacher as 
Gade did. However, if teachers are encouraged to promote their human agency and build 
capacity as teacher | researchers, they can collaborate with others in their school.  
Teacher and researcher collaboration promotes the sharing of expertise in various subject 
areas and enhances the teaching | learning environment. As I made the transition into a teacher | 
researcher, my goal was to interrupt the traditional views revolving around the dichotomies 
between the teacher and researcher. I wanted teachers and teacher| researchers to be able to 
identify areas of patterns and contradictions in practical and theoretical practice. This 
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identification afforded efforts in breaking the dissonance between the ‘knowers and doers' of 









































RESPONSIVE MATH TEACHING HEURISTIC - AN INTERVENTION THAT 
SUPPORTS THE COGNITIVE AND EMOTIONAL NEEDS OF PRESERVICE 
TEACHERS 
I defined responsive math teachers as teachers who are aware of, make meaning of and 
responding to their and their students’ emotional and cognitive experiences. Teachers’ prior 
experiences with teaching and learning mathematics can negatively affect their responsiveness as 
they teach young children. As a teacher | researcher, I investigated why many preservice early 
childhood teachers (participants), fear and/ or dislike teaching math to young children. During 
the spring 2015 semester at Brooklyn College, many participants shared the following views on 
teaching mathematics: “Teaching math is a chore!” “I like math, but math does not like me!” “I 
am just not good at math!” "Math is tedious." “Everyone expects me to be good at math, but it is 
a struggle!” 
At first, I believed that if participants learned the math content, they would build 
confidence in their ability to teach math to young children. I then realized that their negative 
attitudes toward the subject were hindering them from being open to exploring and learning the 
content. These attitudes stemmed from negative experiences preservice teachers had while they 
were learning math. Negative attitudes were attributed to experiences preservice teachers had 
with their teachers, low test scores and stereotypes that positioned them as non-learners of math. 
To interrupt the cycle of displacing the fear of math from teacher to student, I decided to engage 
preservice teachers in reflexive practices that would help them understand the emotions that were 
hindering them from exploring the subject and develop strategies that enabled them to respond to 
the mathematical needs of their students.  
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I began this paper with describing a theoretical framework that explores the connection 
between responsive math teaching and teachers' emotions. Using this theoretical framework, I 
described the process of how participants and I collaboratively designed a tool that would help us 
become aware of our emotional responses and unwanted emotions during teaching and learning 
experiences. I concluded with an analysis of four participants' reflections as they explored 
characteristics from the heuristic and highlighted key ideas that were learned from engaging in 
this study. 
Responsive Math Teaching 
Kay Owens, Bob Perry, John Conroy, Noel Geoghegan and Peter Howe (1998) suggest that 
responsiveness in the classroom can be defined as a degree of being involved, interested and 
understanding of a situation. Responsive teachers formulate dynamic relationships with their 
students, which embrace personal involvement and empathy. Owens et al. (1998) focus on the 
affective processes of preservice teachers as they learned how to teach mathematics to young 
children. They conclude that a determining factor of highly responsive mathematical 
environments were the teachers' perceptions of their math abilities. 
Similar to Owens et al. (1998), Erin Ottmar, Sara Rimm-Kaufman, Robert Berry, and 
Ross Larsen (2013) suggest that responsive math	teachers constantly reflect on two interrelated 
teaching skills that revolve around social interaction. The first skill is facilitating several 
mathematics instructional interactions involving selecting useful mathematical tasks, utilizing 
math content knowledge and promoting mathematical discussions in the classroom. The second 
skill requires organizing social interactions between teachers and students that promote learning. 
These two interrelated teaching skills summarize students' mathematical achievement as learning 
the taught content and developing the necessary social and self-regulatory skills that contribute 
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to their mathematical understanding and ability to solve problems (Ottmar et al., 2013). 
Ottmar et al. (2013) report an overview of what responsive mathematics teaching looked 
like and integrated six practices that supported teachers with creating this type of classroom 
environment. Ottmar et al. (2013) also report the use of surveys to gain information on teachers’ 
content knowledge in math, teachers' perceptions about their math abilities as well as their 
ethnicity, age and number of years teaching. However, a close analysis of the statistical data 
revealed that a teacher’s belief in their mathematical abilities, a teacher’s math content 
knowledge, working in a classroom with higher achieving students and the amount of Title 1 
funds allocated to math achievement were predictors of the success of implementing responsive 
math teaching practices (Ottomar et al. (2013).  
Jonathon Thomas, Sara Eisenhardt, Molly Fisher, Edna Schack, Janet Tassell and 
Margaret Yoder (2015) construct the idea that responsive mathematical teaching is a progression 
through three interrelated phases, (1) attending, (2) interpreting and (3) deciding. They suggest 
that a focus on work samples and verbal explanations do not provide a complete or accurate 
picture of students’ understanding. Instead, teachers may attend to noting aspects of a 
mathematical moment as a way of gathering meaningful evidence, such as a child’s body 
language or how they use the tools. Teachers can also interpret the observed actions with what is 
known about mathematical development. Finally, the teacher can design and execute an effective 
method drawn from the interpretation of the child’s mathematical thinking. The authors 
acknowledge the idea that there is no one best way to be responsive to children’s mathematical 
needs. However, they agree with the ideas put forth by Victoria Jacobs, Lisa Lamb, and 
Randolph Philipp (2010), indicating that teachers should use what they have learned through 
their observations of the individual child in a specific situation and align their interpretation with 
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the current research on mathematical thinking as they provide instructional interventions. 
Based on the ideas from the three studies, responsive mathematical teaching may then be 
summarized as an approach to teaching that involves the way teachers interact with their students 
and support their academic as well as social-emotional interests and needs. Although, the studies 
mentioned above provide definitions and produce strategies to fostering responsive mathematics 
teaching, they do not address the role teacher emotional styles, such as empathy, compassion and 
resilience play as teachers respond to their own mathematical needs. Additionally, a majority of 
preservice education courses do not focus on aiding preservice teachers in becoming more aware 
of emotions that they may experience and developing possible strategies for successfully 
managing relevant resources and demands when they enter the classroom environment. Despite 
the abundance of research that links cognition with emotions.  
Emotions and Responsive Math Teaching 
	
Jonathon Turner (2009) suggests all mental action or processes of acquiring knowledge and 
understanding through thoughts and senses are linked with emotions. However, Batja Mesquita, 
Nico Frijda, and Klaus Scherer (1997) suggest that in Western culture the idea of emotions is 
interpreted as being irrational. This idea has led to a paucity in researching and discussing 
emotions and emotional responses in connection to teaching and learning math in many teacher 
education courses (Lavy & Shriki, 2010). As a teacher | researcher in an early childhood 
education math pedagogy course, I believe it is important to explore emotions and emotional 
responses in connection to math teaching and learning. I encourage the exploration of emotions 
and emotional responses because teachers present themselves to their students based on cultural 
values, norms and beliefs (Goffman, 1978). 
Events outside of school, related or unrelated to math, affect emotional responses. 
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Teacher and students participate in a global effect that includes moment-to-moment interaction 
with math cognition, the social environment, the emotion of others and mathematical self-
efficacy. Within this global effect is culture. According to William Sewell (2005), culture is the 
study of place of meaning in social life. More specifically, as teachers and students interact in the 
mathematical environment, a sense of the particular frames and consistencies of local meaning 
from different places and times work together. The mathematics classroom is not divided into a 
discrete culture since boundaries are constantly shifting as teachers and students reflect on their 
experiences before, during and after a math experience. Blake Ashforth and Ronald Humphrey 
(1995) suggest that changes in cognitive functions are part of the emotional process. Moreover, 
teacher emotions can influence cognitions such as memory, attention and problem-solving. 
Therefore, in the next section, I will refer to perspectives on human interaction to further discuss 
the connection between emotions and responsive math teaching. 
Dramaturgical Theory 
Erving Goffman (1978) introduces the idea of dramaturgical interaction theory (DIT). DIT 
suggests that teachers' identities are performed through roles and negotiations between teachers 
and students. Within DIT teachers’ identities are constantly remade during the interactions. 
Goffman's idea is similar to Sewell's idea on culture because as teachers engage in DIT, they 
manipulate their emotional responses based on the emotional responses of others. Additionally, 
DIT connects to the idea of reflexivity because, before an interaction, teachers can prepare a role 
that they want to express to others. DIT affords that teachers and students are aware of and 
transform the roles they are playing and the emotions that are associated with these roles. More 
specifically, both the teacher and the students identify which emotions to express, cognitively 
make meaning of the emotional responses that are present and flexibly engage in strategic 
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actions based on the flow of the interaction. For example, after reflecting on the presentation of a 
lesson Hana, a participant wrote: 
Hana: The feedback from my peers shows that I was asking a lot of questions to make 
sure that they were following along and no one was left behind. It was a good surprise for 
me because I thought that I forgot everything that I wanted to ask. I was very nervous, 
and I barely can reconstruct the whole lesson in my head. 
Hana's reflection indicated that emotions can effect memory in different ways. According to 
cognitive models of emotions, people experience emotions when their goals are attained or 
disillusioned, and it becomes necessary to revise prior beliefs and construct new plans. Specific 
emotions are evoked by different interpretations of events (Levine & Burgess, 1997). Positive 
experiences, such as happiness, lead to an openness of incoming information. Conversely, 
negative experiences lead to a focus on specific aspects of problematic situations. Hana’s peer 
reflections evoked positive experiences, which led her to re-evaluate other aspects of her lesson 
presentation. 
Although I agree that consciously preparing for a role before a teaching and learning 
interaction is pivotal, I also believe that interactions do not always go as planned. During an 
interaction, there is a need for teachers to verify self with others (Turner & Stets, 2006). 
Motivation toward verifying self can lead to a variety of emotional experiences such as 
happiness, sadness, anger or disgust. The more teachers' identities are verified by students, 
administration, parents and colleagues, the more likely teachers may have experienced happiness 
and satisfaction. They may also be more likely to be open to new ideas and share new learning 
experiences. In contrast, if teachers experience shame, guilt, disgust and other negative emotions 
as they try to verify self, then they may be more likely to activate defense mechanisms. 
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Gerald Goldin (2014) highlights emotions specific to mathematical activity. The 
dialectical relationship between traits are interpretations of emotions in math education. Math 
traits are defined as an individual's typical response while interacting in math situations. Math 
states are the dynamic emotions that occur at the moment when learning and teaching 
mathematics. Both math states and traits impact a teacher's emotional and cognitive responses. 
Goldin (2014) suggests that reflecting on trends in preservice teachers in-the-moment emotions 
can assist in developing strategies for constructive learning goals.  
Human interaction theories indicate that responsive math teaching is a dialectical 
relationship between teachers and students. Within an interaction between teachers and students, 
emotions and emotional responses are identified and constantly changing based on the flow of 
the interaction. Therefore, focusing solely on the emotions of students without exploring the 
emotions of teachers does not lead to responsive math teaching.  
Reflexive Practices and Responsive Math Teaching 
Responsive math teaching proposes three phases of reflective practices, (1) attending to the 
emotional and cognitive needs of the teachers and students, (2) deciding what should happen 
next based on the cognitive and emotional needs of the teachers and (3) children and interpreting 
what is happening and why. Pierre Bourdieu (1992) views on reflexivity and preservice teachers’ 
perspectives on teaching and learning math during the first week of the Spring 2015 semester 
explicitly explained this idea.  
Bourdieu (1992) view reflexivity as “precisely what enables us to escape such delusions 
by uncovering the social at the heart of the individual, the impersonal beneath the intimate, the 
universal buried deep within the particular” (Bourdieu, 1992, p. 44). More specifically, 
reflexivity is summarized as a social practice that encourages teachers to become aware of their 
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implicit and explicit values and how those values interact in the social world. Reflexivity also 
affords action because as a teacher becomes more aware, s/he has the opportunity to change to a 
more desired path (Alexakos, 2015). For many teachers, reflections focus on improving their 
practice without taking into account the emotions that arise as they interact with others. 
However, teachers’ emotions influence the mathematical experiences they have with young 
children. Reflexive practice does not occur in isolation of complicated social fields. Instead, the 
role the teacher plays in various contexts effect how they respond to the holistic, cognitive and 
emotional needs of young children.  
Reproducing Positive Math Experiences 
Stephen Ritchie, Ken Tobin, Peter Hudson, Michael Wolff-Roth and Victoria Mergard (2011) 
discuss the idea of interaction rituals (IRs) as they explore the reproduction of positive 
experiences. IRs are an extension of dramaturgical theory and can be defined as tools for 
investigating the emotional responses and feedback of participants in a group. Namely, teachers 
can use their prior experiences to navigate their roles and motivations within a group (Goffman, 
1978). As teachers navigate their roles within a group, IRs serve as a tool in building mutual 
focus and emotional entrainment to produce solidarity and positive experiences (Alexakos, 
2015). IRs are highly relevant for preservice and new in-service teachers since they may lack 
experience in the actual classroom and many times struggle with promoting positive learning 
environments. Lack of positive learning environments tends to enhance challenging behaviors, 
and hinder mathematical understanding which are some of the challenges expressed by 
participants in this study. The resulting struggle often leads to the development of negative 
emotions toward teaching and learning. Through reflecting on their emotions as they interacted 
in mathematical experiences with students, teachers begin to identify and reenact positive 
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emotional energy in the classrooms as well as develop tools in creating responsive mathematical 
learning environments. 
How Teachers Can Become Aware of Their Emotions 
Richard Davidson (2012) describes why and how people differ in their emotional responses to 
life experiences. His research serves as a theoretical framework for this study because he 
discusses emotions as not only central to the functions of the brain but also as genes that can be 
activated and deactivated based on environmental experiences. This means that even though 
genetically, an individual can be born as shy or slow to recover from different situations, they 
can be taught to develop bold characteristics based on the environments that they are exposed to 
them. I believe it is important for preservice teachers to understand that life experiences 
influence a child's reactions to different situations in the moment as well as in future experiences. 
For that reason, providing responsive mathematical learning experiences where children can 
explore, ask questions and discuss possible solutions is a key to empowering children, who 
become adults, to become more resilient in the face of adversities. If children are exposed to 
environments where they should fear or disregard math because they are believed to be ‘not 
good’ at it, then this hinders their continuation and perseverance in learning and experiencing 
math in their everyday lives. Also, if teachers are not provided with strategies to aide in 
alleviating these emotions toward math, the emotions fester and become part of their habitus. 
This understanding drove this study as I taught participants how to teach mathematics to young 
children and explore the importance of becoming aware of their emotional responses and the 
emotional responses of others. 
Heuristics and Responsive Math Teaching 
The idea of preservice teachers reflecting on their prior and current experiences with 
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mathematics and promoting responsive mathematical learning environments is not a new 
research topic. In a study about the causes and reduction of math anxiety in preservice teachers, 
Norma Harper and Jelise Daane (1998) indicate that teacher education programs need to 
encourage preservice teachers to reflect on their past math experiences and anxiety levels as a 
way to empower them in creating less anxious and more positive mathematics classrooms in the 
future. The authors suggest that by encouraging teachers to share experiences and discuss 
implications, they can begin to realize how important the attitude of the teacher is in reducing 
math anxiety in the classroom. However, when external and internal stressors emerge teachers 
tend to revert to practices that are not responsive to the children's needs.  
Albert Bandura and Forest Jourden (1991) discuss a teacher's self-efficacy as a mediator 
of teacher behavior and practice. They advocate that a teacher's self-efficacy is subjective by 
experiences of personal mastery, experiences of others, social persuasion and biological 
indicators. They describe a person with high self-efficacy as a problem-solver. A person with 
low self-efficacy focuses on his/her failures, which activates stress reactions. The use of a 
heuristic (Appendix 1) can empower teachers to become aware of the emotions they are feeling 
at the moment as well as provide an intervention through characteristics formulated from best 
practices. 
The discovery method of teaching and learning encompasses all experiences and 
meanings of the experiences. There is no one correct way of emotionally responding to an event. 
Based on previous experiences, cultural backgrounds, school culture and the classroom 
environment teachers respond to events in a multitude of ways. However, many teachers are 
unaware of the in-the-moment emotions faced as they interact in teaching and learning situations. 
This unawareness may lead to emotional strains felt by the teacher, which in turn is shared with 
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the students. 
What Is a Heuristic  
Heuristics are tools that help teachers and students explore, focus and raise awareness of a 
specific construct (Alexakos, 2015). A heuristic (Appendix A) includes an overall construct on 
which to focus. In this case, it was responsive math teaching. It also includes characteristics. 
Characteristics are statements that focus on constructive ways to engage in the construct. The 
rating scale is used to determine how often or seldom an individual believes they have engaged 
in the characteristic. The rating scale can be used to see progress over time. However, in the 
beginning uses of a heuristic, I have seen participants’ ratings fluctuate as they gain meaning of 
the characteristic and engage in different teaching and learning experiences. The comments 
section allows for narratives about the meaning of the construct. The overall heuristic can be 
used as a tool for intervention or investigation (Alexakos, 2015). As an intervention, heuristics 
provide ideas on how to change responses to specific emotions when change becomes desirable. 
As an investigation, heuristics are used to explore how strongly individual feels about a specific 
construct or individual characteristic and makes meaning of what and why it is happening.   
Malgorzata Powietrzynska (2014) proposes that the use of heuristics affords change in 
practice by mediating reflexivity. As a result, in designing the responsive math teaching 
heuristic, I included characteristics that encouraged teachers to reflect on the emotions they felt 
as they interacted with others during math experiences. Michalinos Zembylas (2005) suggests 
emotional knowledge is an important aspect of teaching and understanding teaching. Moreover, 
certain aspects of teaching are learned through how one feels and are not easily described by 
content or pedagogical knowledge. Therefore, I introduced heuristics as a tool that served as an 
intervention in revealing the meanings associated with a particular social construct. In this case, 
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the social construct was the mathematics classroom. 
Describing the Learning Environment 
This study took place at Brooklyn College, CUNY, in an undergraduate early childhood (birth to 
second grade) math pedagogy course. The goals of this course included approaches to the 
teaching of mathematics with an emphasis on the curricular and instructional topics emphasized 
in early childhood. These included the development of mathematical thinking processes in young 
children, curricular guidelines from New York State, National Association for the Education of 
Young Children and National Council of Teachers of Mathematics, integration of mathematical 
experiences into all curricular areas, needs of special populations, including English language 
learners, familial involvement, appropriate use of technology and multiple perspectives on 
assessment. In designing the syllabus to meet the goals of this course, I also focused on 
incorporating heuristics to bring awareness to the emotions that surfaced within the class and 
during their field observations.  
Learning about Participants in the Study 
On the first day of the preservice mathematics education class, participants were asked to list 
successes and challenges they believed they would encounter as they taught math to young 
children. Throughout each response, participants did not discuss how they would manage their 
emotions. Instead, their focus was on the students. They highlighted differentiating instruction, 
teaching math in a way students understand, managing challenging student behavior, time 
management, understanding new math strategies and procedures so they could teach these 
children and planning fun lessons for the students. All of these focused on the how teachers 
would support the student. At the base of the interactions were emotions.  
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Turner (2009) suggests interactions are an emotional process. The emotions received 
from others are crucial. As participants reflect on challenges they may encounter while 
teaching math, they can take into account the internal and external stressors that may inhibit 
their actions. They can take a deeper look into the forces and structures that cause them to 
behave in certain ways and take certain actions. For example, why do teachers struggle with 
differentiating instruction? Are teachers overwhelmed with the abundance of requirements that 
are expected of them during each day? Are teachers overwhelmed by providing support to all 
of the differing needs in the classroom? Are the teachers’ struggles with mathematics 
influencing how they teach and learn with the students in their classrooms?  
Responding to the differing cognitive, social and emotional needs of students takes 
time. Especially when teachers are faced with a class size of twenty-eight or more children and 
no assistance. If teachers experience stress as they try to respond to the needs of each child by 
differentiating instruction, their body language and tone of voice may change.  The purpose of 
this study was to help participants become aware of the emotions they were displaying as they 
interacted with children.   
Designing a Responsive Mathematics Teaching Heuristic 
In this section, I described the process of participants and I collaboratively working together 
throughout the Spring 2015 semester to design a responsive math teaching heuristic (Appendix 
1). In designing the heuristic, I referred to the mindfulness heuristic that was designed by 
Malgorzata Powietrzynska, Kenneth Tobin and Konstantinos Alexakos (2015). Additionally, I 
referred to the coteaching heuristic developed by Tobin and Alexakos (2013) during the 2012 
Brooklyn College study. I referred to the mindfulness and coteaching heuristic because the 
characteristics on these heuristics encouraged me to become aware of and transform some of 
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the emotions I was experiencing as a teacher in the classroom. Davidson's (2012) work on 
emotions and Turner's (2009) work on social interactions also served as a basis for developing 
each characteristic. 
Survey: Participants' Beliefs About Their Math Abilities 
Before collaboratively designing the characteristics on the responsive heuristic, I created a 
brief survey based on participants’ beliefs about teaching and learning math. The survey 
included participants’ perspective on teaching math to young students, the effects they have on 
how children learn mathematics and teaching and learning as a social, cultural process. 
The statements below were a part of the information survey which helped the teacher | 
researcher (me) learn about participants’ self-perceptions in math.  
1. I currently feel confident in my ability to teach mathematics effectively to young 
children. 
2. I was not sure I could ever be a highly effective math teacher, no matter how much 
practice and training I got. 
3. It would take me a long time to learn to teach math effectively. 
4. I was able to improve my teaching ability. 
5. I plan to continue studying about teaching and learning mathematics after I complete 
my undergraduate degree program. 
I shared the survey during Week One. Participants’ responses to these statements 
served as one of the reasons for designing the heuristic. For example, 18 out of 25 participants 
in the study responded disagree or strongly disagree when responding to Statement 1, “I 
currently feel confident in my ability to teach mathematics effectively to young children.” 
These statements were different from characteristics on a heuristic because they did not 
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provide interventions for promoting responsive mathematics teaching. The use of these 
statements did not encourage participants to become aware of the different practices aligned 
with responsive math teaching. More specifically, as teachers reflected on their practices, they 
also reflected on responsive math teaching characteristics and made shifts in their practices.  
Participants’ Definition of Responsive Math Teaching 
Davidson (2012) suggests that for teachers to create experiences that shape certain emotional 
styles toward different environmental factors, they must first have a deep understanding of the 
individual emotional styles and how they are connected. As I designed this study, I 
incorporated activities that would help me learn more about each participant’s perspective of 
responsive math teaching. Learning about participants’ perspectives and experiences provided 
opportunities to learn and discuss interventions that would aide in regulating emotions even 
when stressors surfaced.  
During the second week of the Spring 2015 course, participants and I read and 
discussed an article on responsive math teaching (Thomas et al., 2015). During our discussion, 
participants and I highlighted ideas we thought were missing from the article. One big idea that 
emerged was although Thomas et al. (2015) discussed strategies to promote responsive 
mathematical teaching academically, the researchers omitted how teacher's emotions affected 
the interaction as they responded to the needs and interest of each student. In regards to the big 
idea, participants shared what they were observing in the classrooms during fieldwork. I 
highlighted that as we respond to the academic and social needs of students we needed to 
monitor our body language and tone of voice. Interactions that were intimidating to students 
served as stressors. These led to negative emotional experiences toward the subject and in the 
classroom as whole.  
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Randall Collins (2004) describes individuals as “transient fluxes charged up by the 
situations” (p. 6). If the classroom is viewed as a ritual, then as the teacher and students 
become more tightly focused on their common activity and more aware of what the other is 
feeling, they begin to share emotions more intensely. In responsive math teaching, a teachers’ 
body language and tone of voice as they interact with the students during mathematics is part 
of the interaction. Students are aware of and build on the emotions of their teacher and vice 
versa. Consequently, it is important for both the teacher and student to be aware of the 
emotions shared and produce symbols that will promote positive interactions.  
Participants’ Definition of Positive Math Interactions 
During the second week of class, we highlighted reflecting on prior mathematical experiences, 
describing responsive math environments, how teachers’ prior experiences affect creating 
responsive math environments for young children and the importance of monitoring their tones 
of voice and body language. However, when most of participants began to present math 
lessons to the other participants, I noticed that teachers were not asking questions, smiling, 
getting close to participants or making eye contact. I decided to collaborate as a teacher | 
researcher with participants to create a symbol that would represent positive interactions in the 
classroom. I wanted to understand why most participants lacked eye contact with the audience, 
did not ask the audience questions and did not integrate their experiences from the field.  
Through observing participants’ behaviors during presentations, I wanted to investigate 
why they were not implementing some of the emotional responses and behaviors we discussed 
as we defined a responsive math teacher. At first, I speculated that this was caused by anxiety 
or their unfamiliarity with the math topic. I realized that each participant had different 
experiences as they learned math in previous classes. I wanted to capture their reflections and 
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ideas of positive math experiences and understand what was happening from the perspective of 
participants.  
        Positive Math Interaction Categories. During Week Seven I asked participants to list 
the factors they believed fostered positive math experiences or interactions. I read each 
response participants listed. I saw trends of empathy, teacher disposition, classroom 
environment/community, communication, use of materials and questioning/discussion 
techniques. I realized that some of the responses were similar one another. I then put comments 
into four categories through combining classroom/environment and empathy as well as 
















Table 3.1 Positive Math Interaction Categories 
Environment/ 
Community 
Communication Use of Materials Teacher Disposition 
Respect for others’ 
opinions 
Tone of voice Visuals Have prior 
knowledge of the 
subject 
Sensitive to others’ 
success and struggles 





Confidence in self 
and abilities 
Safe space for 
agreeing and 
disagreeing with 
what was said 
Peer Interactions Integration of real 
life objects 
Positive outlook 
Friendly teacher Relating 
conversation topics 
to real life 
experiences 
Graphs  
Helpful Agreeing to disagree Pictures  






Being flexible Gestures Visuals  
Partner and small 
group work 
Dramatic movement   
Including everyone 
in the class 




       Positive Math Interaction Norms. After reviewing all of the categories, a list of sixteen 
positive interaction norms (Table 3.2) was developed. These sixteen norms were chosen based 
on two criteria. First, each norm encompassed or summarized one or more of the individual 
norms that were listed by participants. For example, the characteristic for ‘getting everyone 
involved in the discussion’ encompassed, giving feedback, turn and talk, and learning about 
others interest and needs. Second, each norm was different from or extended another norm on 
the list. For example, respect for other's opinions was extended by the idea of agreeing to 
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disagree. More specifically, these two norms stemmed from a discussion participants and I had 
with a focus on what would happen if we respected the other's opinions, but we did not agree 
with what the other is saying. 
Table 3.2 Positive Math Interaction Norms 
(Based on an amalgamation of all responses from the web) 
● Respect for others’ opinions 
● Agreeing to disagree 
● Eye contact between speakers and participants 
● Clarity (Clear and concise points) 
● Use of developmentally appropriate manipulatives and games 
● Visuals 
● Excited dispositions (laughter, smiles, dancing) 
● Asking high-order questions (checking for understanding) 
● Tone of voice 
● Getting everyone involved in the discussion 
● Safe space for agreeing and disagreeing with what was said in a respectable way 
● Integration of other subjects 
● Relating conversational topics to real life experiences 
● Peer interactions 
● Sensitive to others’ successes and struggles 
● Patience (wait time) 
 
I compiled the list of responses from each participant to create a positive interactions 
norms document (Table 3.2). The positive interaction norms document was shared with 
participants during Week Eight of the course along with a responsive math teaching heuristic 
(Appendix 1). I wanted participants to be aware of their classmates' thoughts on positive 
interactions since they would individually be presenting to each other twice throughout the 
semester. However, I did not mandate that participants become like the other classmates. Instead, 
participants focused on norms that were salient to them as they reflected on their math 
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presentations. I discussed what was being observed as participants presented. I then asked 
participants to reflect on their experiences and focus on the norms they thought would enhance 
their practice. 
Responsive Math Teaching Heuristic. In designing this heuristic, I wanted to make sure 
norms (Table 3.2) were included. By including these norms, participants could reflect on 
characteristics they deemed important to being a responsive math teacher. I also wanted to make 
sure that each characteristic on the heuristic did not have two extremes and was listed as positive 
statements. For example, the characteristic, “I look forward to teaching mathematics to young 
children, rather than seeing it as a chore, because I figure mathematics is an important life skill,” 
implies that a good teacher, who thinks math is important, will never have a moment where 
teaching is a chore. “I changed this characteristic too” and “I look forward to teaching 
mathematics to young children, rather than seeing it as a chore.” Finally, I wanted to share 
possible strategies teachers could use to ensure mathematical understanding.  
Characteristics 1 through 4 (Appendix 1) promote empathy and compassion. 
Characteristics 5 through 8 (Appendix 1) brought awareness to their facial expressions, tone of 
voice, body language, breathing and stress levels. These characteristics were identified as 
inclusive in responsive math teaching. The remaining characteristics brought awareness to the 
teachers’ dispositions as participants learned and taught mathematics. Teacher dispositions 
focused on teachers’ characters and how they responded to their needs and the needs of others. 
Math pedagogical practices were embedded in each of the characteristics as positive statements, 
based on how math should be taught and learned.  
Implementing the Intervention 
There are many ways to implement a heuristic. In this study, I utilized two ways. First, I wanted 
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to investigate the meaning participants gave to the construct. I asked participants to read through 
each characteristic on the heuristic and rate the statements based on their beliefs. Secondly, I 
wanted to use the heuristic as an intervention based on what I noticed during class presentations. 
I asked teachers to choose which characteristics were most salient to a practice they wanted to 
improve. I then created individual heuristics based on the choices each participant made. Before, 
during and after their final presentations participants reflected on the characteristics they chose. 
Also, participants were able to receive feedback from their peers based on the characteristics 
they chose. 
Analysis of Heuristic Responses 
When I introduced the responsive math teaching heuristic during Week Two, I noticed that 
participants rated most of the characteristics as always and often. However, I wanted participants 
to be aware of how I understood their responses to the heuristic and had a conversation around 
them. I stated, “I noticed you were rating most of the characteristics as always and often, 
however, when presenting during class many of you are not asking questions to the audience to 
make sure what you are saying is understood or monitoring the emotional climate of the room.”  
Participants responded that as they took the heuristic, they were thinking of being in front 
of children, not adults. I realized that, as participants, many of them did not have experiences 
teaching in front of students, so the meaning they associated with each characteristic was formed 
from an ideal point of view. They explained that in front of adults they were more nervous. I 
discussed my experience of teaching in front of students. I explained that as they teach in front of 
students, they would experience internal and external stressors that may affect their emotional 
responsiveness.  
Participants then discussed stressors they may experience as they teach math to students. 
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Since many of the teachers were not in a classroom, they discussed situations they observed 
during their field placement. Stressors included excessive paperwork, challenging behaviors, 
lack of support from colleagues, administrators and parents, getting nervous and forgetting the 
way to explain a math problem, not knowing the answer to a math problem, students who were 
not interested in the topic or reluctant to learning the topic, lack of materials/supplies and 
students who just didn’t understand math. As I summarized these stressors, they were not only 
specific to math, but teaching in general.  
The second time I shared the responsive math teaching heuristic occurred during Week 
Eight of the course. Participants were encouraged to choose characteristics that aligned with their 
experiences. Collins (2004) suggests individuals choose which past experiences they activate 
based on the situation. Based on participants’ choices, I created an individual heuristic for each 
participant. These characteristics were chosen from the characteristics that were on the 
responsive mathematics teaching heuristic. The number of characteristics chosen ranged between 
two to six. I also created a dialectical heuristic that allowed three teachers to reflect on the 
participant’s characteristics during the presentation. I included this dialectical heuristic because, 
according to the educative component of the authenticity criteria, participants should appreciate 
the viewpoints of people other than themselves, which would encourage participants to expand 
their perspectives and appreciate other stakeholders. After each participant’s final presentation 
on a math lesson, they collected the three dialectical heuristics. Each participant was asked to 
write a brief reflection based on his/her own experiences as they presented, the verbal feedback 
received after the lesson and the three dialectical heuristics received.  
Illuminating Transformations 
I selected quotes from participants’ lesson plan reflections to illustrate how the use of heuristics 
	 76	
informed the shifts made in participants’ views, values and understandings on the importance of 
responding to their cognitive and emotional mathematical needs. These quotes were written at 
the end of the semester as participants reflected on the math lesson plan snapshot they presented 
in the college course. As I analyzed these quotes, I coded the statements that indicated a change 
or transformative practice made by participants as they used the heuristics. Through analysis of 
participants’ reflections, I also highlighted my transformation as a teacher | researcher. My 
analysis was grounded in the works of Turner and Stets’ (2006) theories on human emotions, 
with a focus on dramaturgical perspective and symbolic interactionist theories. 
Hana’s Experience with the Responsive Math Teaching Heuristic 
One theme that emerged through designing and using the responsive math teaching heuristic was 
participants were empowered to pinpoint the practices they wanted to shift and reflect on these 
practices before, during and after their teaching. Hana, a preservice teacher wrote the following 
after she received feedback from her peers on her math lesson presentation. 
Hana: Overall, I feel like choosing characteristics beforehand makes it easier to achieve 
goals of teaching a fluent mathematics lesson because it is being taught with certain 
intentions being sought. Heuristics introduced me to errors that I would not have seen 
otherwise. 
As stated earlier, many teachers are not aware of the emotions they feel during teaching and 
learning. Using the heuristic encouraged Hana to become aware of the emotions she experienced 
as she presented a lesson to her peers. For the lesson plan snapshot, Hana chose three 
characteristics that she believed reflected who she wanted to be as a teacher. She chose,  
1. I show kindness and compassion to myself and others when facing challenges in doing 
math.  
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2. No matter whom I am teaching, I strive to promote understanding when teaching a 
math topic.  
3. I am encouraging to others when they are unsuccessful in math.  
Most of the characteristics Hana chose were connected to servicing others. However, through 
servicing others, her needs were being met. According to symbolic interactionist theories, when 
self is verified by others, responding to self in a manner that is consistent with the views of 
others, the person experiences positive emotions such as pride and satisfaction (Turner & Stets, 
2006). Since Hana was able to choose characteristics that were important to her and emit 
emotions that were accepted by her peers, she experienced positive emotions during her 
presentation of the math lesson.   
After presenting the lesson, she was able to get feedback from peers who helped her 
understand how well she achieved her goals and what she needed to improve or change. In her 
reflection paper, Hana highlighted key feedback from her peers that showed how emotional 
identifiers such as body language and tone of voice affected the delivery of the lesson. For 
example, one of her peers suggested, “Since this is a 2nd-grade lesson, the teacher uses 
appropriate eye contact and gestures to connect to students.” Another comment was “Often, her 
tone was soft, loud and nurturing.” These instances of body language and tone of voice displayed 
by Hana can be related to Jonathon Turner and Jan Stets’ (2006) explanation of dramaturgical 
theories of human emotions. By reflecting on some of the characteristics included with the 
responsive math teaching heuristic and discussing responsive math teaching norms as a class, 
Hana was able to reflect and present herself in a strategic way to emit emotions that were 
dictated as responsive by the class. This led to positive feedback from her peers and positive 
emotions felt by Hana. 
	 78	
As I analyzed Hana’s quote and the responses she received from peers, I referred to the 
dramaturgical perspective on human interactions. Turner and Stets (2006) state, “as individuals 
break rules of feeling and display, they experience negative emotions and become highly 
motivated to repair the breach of cultural prescriptions” (p. 26). I agree that when there is a 
breach in what is expected, individuals are most times highly motivated to repair the breach. 
However, I do not feel that breaches in the norm are always followed by negative emotions such 
as shame and guilt. As a teacher | researcher, I encouraged participants to understand that events 
may not go as expected. We discussed reflective practices for highlighting what was working 
well and developing alternative strategies for managing emotional states when things do not go 
well.  
Shasmeen’s Experience with the Responsive Math Teaching Heuristic 
Shasmeen wrote the following response after reflecting on feedback from other participants. 
Participant feedback was based on her presentation of a math lesson and the characteristics she 
chose to reflect on. 
Shasmeen: There was one feedback that stated I did not walk around to listen to inner 
conversations, which I will take into consideration for the future.” 
After reading Shasmeen’s response, I asked her how she felt about this feedback. Shasmeen 
shared that she was happy to receive feedback on what she did well, as well as strategies for 
enhancing her practice. Shasmeen received feedback on characteristics that were important to 
her. The feedback she received was not a group norm that was forced onto her. Instead, she 
received feedback on characteristics that she felt would make her a more responsive teacher. 
Also, the way feedback was given to Shasmeen affected the emotions she felt after.  
Shasmeen: Lastly, I feel proud of myself…Honestly at first, I was really nervous … I felt 
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much better …once I was up there, everyone was really sweet. I noticed their smiles, 
their head nods and their excitement to participate. 
Even though Shasmeen received feedback on things she could improve, it was not followed by 
guilt or shame because she felt supported by her peers and professor in the classroom 
environment. Since the idea of self is developed in connection to the other, the other must also 
illuminate positive emotional identifiers that help the individual be responsive to the feedback 
and promote growth. 
Jessica’s Experience with the Responsive Math Teaching Heuristic 
Another theme that emerged was the connection between cognition and the social-emotional 
aspect of teaching and learning. Most teacher educators focused on teaching the content aligned 
to the course. As I began introducing heuristics to participants, I struggled with the balance 
between teaching the content and empowering the teachers to become aware of the emotions 
they would be experiencing as they taught and learned math. I did not want to put too much 
focus on emotions at the expense of helping teachers understand the content. However, after 
engaging in this study, I realized that through helping teachers become aware of their emotions, 
they were naturally reflecting on how they taught the content.  
Jessica, a participant in the study, wrote the following after reflecting on feedback from 
other participants based on her presentation of a math lesson and the characteristics she chose to 
reflect on,  
Jessica: When I began my lesson plan snapshot, I realized I was really nervous. I believe 
I was nervous because I wasn’t too confident about my lesson. 
As I continued to read her reflection, Jessica wrote that because she did not give herself enough 
time to practice the lesson, she struggled with confidently introducing it to her peers. Since she 
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struggled with loosening up when she was nervous about teaching the topic, her lesson did not 
go as she planned. During her lesson, she mixed up the difference between the hour-hand and the 
minute-hand as she introduced the analog clock. After highlighting this to Jessica, she stated, “I 
know the difference between the hour-hand and minute-hand, but my thoughts were not coming 
across the way I planned since I was so nervous.”  
Emotions are embedded into all aspects of teaching and learning. As a teacher educator, I 
learned from Jessica’s experiences. The content was not what Jessica needed support in. She 
knew the difference between the hour-hand and minute-hand. Instead, she needed more strategies 
on loosening up when she felt nervous. Jessica realized that one strategy that would help reduce 
her nervousness and build confidence was practicing before she introduced a lesson. However, 
she also needed more support in not becoming fixated on the idea that she did not practice 
enough. 
Ves’ Experience with the Responsive Math Teaching Heuristic 
Finally, a major theme that emerged was that it was not enough to be aware of the emotional 
experiences but to develop strategies for alleviating unwanted emotions. Ves, another participant, 
wrote about how she practices emotional identifiers in front of a mirror to alleviate nervous 
expressions when teaching.  
Ves: Definitely, I noticed the change of my voice, when I am nervous about teaching a 
math topic. Some of the techniques that I am using are…standing in front of a mirror while 
reading a paragraph and recording myself as I speak. Listening…will help me identify 
where I need to improve. 
Ves’ quote encompassed reflexivity in action and emulated Turner’s (2009) theoretical 
perspectives on human emotions. She was aware of her change of voice as she began to get 
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nervous, so she used deep acting to arouse the emotional identifiers, such as smiling and not 
raising her tone of voice when she got nervous. Ves was not only aware of her emotions but took 
it a step further by cultivating practices and developing strategies to promote shifts she wanted to 
make. Analyzing Ves’ use of heuristic led to my increased focus on using heuristics as a low-
grade intervention for emulating practices that lead to responsive math teaching. Practices can 
include breathing exercises, monitoring tone of voice and facial expressions and being aware of 
proximity in the classroom.   
So, what! 
As indicated from the analysis of quotes selected from Hana, Shasmeen, Jessica and Ves’ 
experiences with heuristic, incorporating heuristics in preservice teacher education courses can 
empower preservice teachers and teacher | researchers to become aware of and develop strategies 
for shifting their teaching and learning practices.  
Theories on human interaction illuminated that teachers navigate and negotiate their 
emotional responses as they engaged in teaching and learning experiences. As preservice was 
teachers enter early childhood classrooms, they experience an abundance of emotions. The 
reflections that I highlighted from the four participants illuminated that the exploration of 
emotions in a teacher education course did not diminish the importance of the content. 
Alternatively, it encouraged preservice teachers to reflect on how they were learning the content 
and how they would ensure that others could learn and teach the content as well. Naturally, the 
teachers were overwhelmed with all the demands that were asked of them. However, heuristics 
can be used as a reflexive tool in helping teachers manage emotions that emerge so they can be 
better prepared to respond to the emotional and cognitive needs of their classroom environment.   
Additionally, brain research on neuroplasticity (Davidson, 2012) stipulates that teachers 
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can shift their emotional responses through awareness of unwanted emotions and practicing 
strategies that may alleviate unwanted emotions. The idea of neuroplasticity provides teacher-
educator | researchers with hope because they can provide environments that encourage teachers 
to develop a habit of reflecting on how they are teaching, what they are teaching and the 
emotional responses that occur in both their students and themselves.  
Responsive math teaching goes beyond attending to the emotional and cognitive needs of 
each student; it also includes teachers becoming aware of their own emotional and cognitive 
needs in response to each student and the subject they are teaching and learning. The heuristic 
featured in this paper focused on responsive math teaching. However, teacher | researchers can 
shift characteristics included on the heuristic to meet the needs of their preservice teachers’ 











CHAPTER 4  
BEING A TEACHER | RESEARCHER - NAVIGATING POWER STRUCTURES 
DURING AN INTERACTION 
Throughout my ten years as an early childhood teacher and instructional coach, I have often 
conducted research in my classrooms and been a participant of research. My experiences with 
conducting research in my classrooms and being a part of research have led me to understand 
that there is a huge difference between ‘researching on' and ‘researching with' participants. 
Conducting research on participants removes participants' and the researchers' voices from the 
research, in efforts of maintaining objectivity. On the other hand, researching with participants 
encourages both participant and researchers to collaboratively make meaning of what is 
happening and why within a social and cultural context. I differentiated researching on and 
researching with participants based on who benefits and learns from the research.  
Research on Kindergarteners 
During the 2013-2014 school year, I conducted research on kindergarten participants. The 
methods in this research included identifying a research question, making a hypothesis and 
testing the hypothesis based on results from studies conducted on participants. As I engaged in 
2013-2014 research, I viewed the kindergarten participants as subjects who would prove if my 
hypotheses were right or wrong. I did not include their voices in the research or share what I was 
learning with them. I also did not explore what was happening within a social and cultural 
context. Where the research took place, cultural and historical biases were not explored. 
Additionally, my voice was intentionally removed from the research. I attempted to be the 
objective researcher who produced and shared knowledge of facts that could be reproduced in 
other classrooms. Facts were derived from math and literacy assessments that were imposed on 
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the kindergarteners to prove or disprove the effectiveness of my teaching methods. Conducting 
research on the kindergarten participants made me feel like I was not benefitting participants or 
the school in which I worked. This feeling was solidified during my experience of being a 
participant in a research study. 
Being a Participant in Advance Research Study 
In July and August of 2014, I was a part of the Advance training research. Advance is a New 
York City teacher rating system that provides the Department of Education (DOE) information 
about the most effective instructional strategies that teachers use in their classroom and how 
children respond to these strategies. The school where I worked was a part of the pilot that 
initiated the program into classrooms. Over the summer, I was invited to share the instructional 
strategies used as I conducted research in my classroom and how it impacted kindergarten 
participants. When I shared the benefits of implementing instructional strategies based on the 
ReadyGen and GoMath curriculum, I observed that many of the benefits shared were included as 
highlights of the 2014-2015 annual Advance report. However, when I began to share some of the 
struggles encountered that impacted the school, classroom and my overall Advance rating, such 
as lack of materials, low attendance rates and kindergarteners' responses to being exposed to bi-
monthly testing, I was told that this could be discussed with administrators at the school level for 
changes. The experience of my struggles and concerns not being addressed or valued by the 
researchers, caused me to reflect and shift the way the research was conducted in my classroom. 
Researching with Participants 
During the Spring 2015 semester, I decided to explore conducting research with participants in a 
teacher education course that I taught at Brooklyn College. In this research, participants and I 
collaboratively designed a tool that encouraged us to become aware of and explore our emotional 
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responses as we taught and learned mathematics. At the end of the Spring 2015 semester, I 
invited participants to a discussion in which we would focus on sharing our experiences with 
using the tools and how it impacted our teaching and learning of mathematics. Conducting 
research with participants was the first step to ensuring that participants and I would learn from 
each other and make shifts in our practices based on our interactions. However, it was also 
important to collaboratively make meaning of what was happening and why within a social and 
cultural context. Shifting from conducting research on participants to conducting research with 
participants aligned with the characteristics of being a teacher | researcher. As a teacher | 
researcher, I collaborated with participants to make meaning of what was happening and why 
based on our lived experiences. I also explored theoretical frameworks to explore what was 
happening and why within a social context. 
This paper is divided into five sections. In the first section, I begin with sharing my 
experience as I conducted research in different ways and highlight why I chose to shift from 
researching on participants to researching with participants. The second section is an explanation 
of the use of the Sheffer stroke between the words teacher and researcher, my role as a teacher | 
researcher and how teacher | research is framed. Additionally, I will introduce the research 
methodology used to analyze data in this study. The third section introduces two participants that 
were at the core of writing this paper, Ves and Mila, to provide readers with a context of our 
interactions during the Spring 2015 semester. As Ves and Mila were introduced, I connected 
their perspectives to theoretical frameworks around language, age and emotions and mindfully 
speaking. Additionally, I narrated Ves and Mila's experiences with using heuristics during the 
course. The fourth section is a description of the discussion participants and I engaged in as we 
shared our experiences with heuristics. In this section, the event was illuminated and analyzed 
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using interaction ritual chains as a theoretical framework. The fifth section concludes what was 
learned and highlighted shifts in practices made from engaging in this research. 
The reader is invited to reflect on their experiences within teaching and learning spaces 
and how they reflexively negotiate their roles as they interact in these spaces. 
Teacher | Researcher 
Throughout this paper, the Sheffer stroke (|) is used between the terms teacher and researcher to 
emphasize that the individual is constantly changing based on the experiences within a collective 
group. There is a dialectical relationship between me as the teacher and the researcher. My 
research influenced my teaching and vice versa. As a teacher | researcher, the classroom is 
viewed as a dynamic place inclusive of the many experiences that shape each participant 
(individual). I was also aware of how each participant's experience was comprised of collective 
influences that were amalgamated into the classroom community.  
Konstantinos Alexakos (2015) states, “In formulating critical professional practice, 
teachers research questions of morals, values and power” within an interaction and reflexively 
shift practices to enhance the teaching and learning environment (p.4). My ideas about teaching 
and learning continue to change as I interact with different people and become aware of different 
theoretical perspectives. My experiences are constantly carried over to other experiences 
elsewhere. The uniqueness of my experiences is not only based on me but from the interactions I 
have experienced across time. 
Framing Teacher | Research 
A theoretical basis that was used to analyze participants’ experiences during a discussion is 
Randall Collins’ interaction ritual chains (Collins, 2004). Collins describes individuals 
(participants) as “transient fluxes charged up by situations” (p.6). Participants’ actions may 
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happen because of the social interaction between the individual and the collective during the 
shared experience. The terms individual and collective are used dialectically because even when 
a single participant is being studied, the participant is viewed as embedded in a matrix with other 
participants during the experience. As participants and I engaged in this study, we all learned 
from each other’s successes, challenges and changes from engaging in the research.  
Employing reflexive methods in identifying the epistemologies (theory of knowledge), 
ontologies (how do we view the world); and axiology (worth of values) that emerge during the 
study made it possible for participants and me to transform our practices in such a way that 
forms of oppression associated with positivistic views are highlighted and discussed (Tobin, 
2014). Therefore, this research is also framed around Kenneth Tobin’s (2013) adaptation of Egon 
Guba and Yvonne Lincoln’s (1989) authenticity criteria, in which the main goal is to benefit all 
participants engaged in the study. Additionally, interpretive inquiry is employed as a research 
design to collaboratively interpret what is happening during a selected event and why.  
Interpretive Inquiry 
Based on Tobin's (2014) description of interpretive inquiry (adapted from Erickson, 1986), I 
included my experience with using the coteaching and responsive math teaching heuristic. 
Heuristics are tools that may help teachers | researchers become aware of characteristics they can 
use to investigate and navigate teaching and learning experiences of interest. Using interpretive 
inquiry as a research design encouraged me, as the teacher | researcher, to include my voice as a 
participant in this event. As I engaged in a discussion with participants about using heuristics, I 
constantly reflected on and shifted my practices based on different characteristics from the 
responsive math teaching heuristic. The responsive math teaching heuristic included 
characteristics from the coteaching (Tobin & Alexakos, 2015) and mindfulness heuristics 
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(Powietryznskya, 2015). Moreover, the responsive math teaching heuristic was collaboratively 
redesigned based on class discussions about each participant's experiences. The characteristics 
that were reflected at the moment are highlighted as I described what happened during the 
discussion about heuristics and why. For example, at the beginning of the discussion about 
heuristics, I reflected on the characteristic, "When I am talking about a math topic, I look for 
signs that others may want to contribute," to ensure that all participants had a chance to share 
their experiences. Reflecting on this characteristic also helped me monitor if participants or I 
begin to dominate the discussion with our own experiences. 
By using the heuristic to engage in reflexive practices, I became aware of some of my 
actions and intentionally made changes with hopes of improving the quality of the discussion. I 
stated that I became aware of some of my actions because “agency as a conscious process can 
only account for part of cultural productions” (Tobin, 2015 p. 8). During this interaction, both 
agency and passivity were enacted as I invited others into the conversation, waited for them to 
accept or reject the invitation, listened to what they had to say and expanded from there.  
Hermeneutic-Phenomenological Research Perspective  
In writing this paper, I have taken a hermeneutic-phenomenological perspective because I 
believe that more can be learned about what is happening and why by understanding participants' 
experiences in social life (Tobin, 2014). Accordingly, I included my interpretations and the 
interpretations of two participants (Ves and Mila) to describe the experiences of using an 
intervention, heuristic, that was collaboratively designed during the course. The purpose of this 
paper was to describe how heuristics could be used to reflexively include and show value to 
voices that were not usually heard during class discussions. I also described how my role as the 
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teacher | researcher and participant were negotiated as I invited Ves and Mila into the discussion 
about heuristics. 
Interacting with Ves and Mila 
The second section of this paper is broken into two subsections. In this first subsection, I 
included a brief introduction of two participants, Ves and Mila, who were at the core of my 
reflections. In the second subsection, I theorized what I learned about Ves and Mila.  
Interactions with Ves and Mila are embedded at the micro-, meso- and macro levels. For 
example, on the micro-level, I focused on Ves, Mila and my experiences during a highlighted 
part of a discussion about heuristics. On the meso-level, I focused on prior experiences that Ves, 
Mila and I shared in the classroom. On the macro-level, I focused on how our experiences 
outside the classroom impacted our experiences during class and the highlighted part of the 
discussion. Engaging in multilevel research encouraged me to connect and situate what was 
happening at a given moment to the lived world. Learning about Ves and Mila's prior 
experiences and views of themselves throughout the course better prepared me to interpret what I 
learned from engaging in this research. 
What I Learned About Ves and Mila 
Ves and Mila are two undergraduate students at Brooklyn College with a major in Early 
Childhood Education. I met Ves and Mila during the Spring 2015 semester in a teacher education 
course focused on how to teach children from ages birth through second-grade mathematics. This 
was Ves and Mila's first time engaging in a course focused on reflexive practices that included 
their emotional responses rather than just content knowledge. 
During the first weeks of class, I noticed that both Ves and Mila regularly chose to sit at 
the front table of the class and would always chose to work together on class projects. Both Ves 
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and Mila shared that English was not their native language. However, they spoke, wrote and 
understood the English language. Throughout the course, I did not ask them what their native 
language was, but I did discuss their experiences with taking courses that involved writing and 
public speaking in English. I emailed Mila about her relationship with Ves in and out of class.  
Mila:  Ves and I took several classes together. We didn't do it on purpose; it just happened. 
Sometimes we sat together because we were much older than most of our classmates, both of us 
were ESL (English as a second language) learners and we had some common topics that we could 
talk about. We had a nice and friendly relationship. 
Interacting with Ves. During the third week of the course when Ves received feedback 
from me on a paper she had written, she thanked me for highlighting her ideas rather than only 
focusing on grammar. She shared that in another education course. She was told by a professor 
that she could not write, needed a lot of help from the writing center and that this would impact 
her teaching career. Ves shared that her previous experiences caused her to participate less in 
class discussions because she did not believe her ideas were valuable. This conversation with 
Ves encouraged me as the teacher | researcher to invite her more into class discussions. I knew 
that she had wonderful ideas that would benefit others and wanted her to gain confidence and 
value what she knew. 
Interacting with Mila. On a class trip to the Museum of Mathematics (MoMath) during 
the fourth week of class, Mila met with me to discuss the class presentation she had to do the 
following week about teaching negative numbers to first graders. She shared that she was 
nervous about the presentation for two reasons. First, she was more comfortable with writing in 
English rather than speaking in front of others.  
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Second, she did not agree with teaching negative numbers to first graders. Based on her 
teaching experiences, negative numbers were very difficult for third and fourth graders to learn. 
Also, she experienced first graders struggled with counting whole numbers up to 100 and 
believed that introducing negative numbers would confuse them. I shared that I was amazed at 
how she critically analyzed the article she was going to present based on her own experiences. I 
told her that she would be a model for other students in the class to show the importance of 
critically analyzing what researchers suggest. Mila expressed that she appreciated the 
opportunity to share her experiences, which gave her more confidence to speak in front of the 
class. 
Even though Ves and Mila's strengths throughout the course were highlighted by me, I 
noticed that they still did not volunteer their ideas during whole class discussions. They shared 
their ideas through writing, small group discussions and during private discussions with me. For 
example, during a small group discussion, I overheard a statement that Mila shared and asked her 
if she would want to share the idea with the rest of the class. Mila asked that if another 
participant could share what she had stated. After class, I asked her why she did not want to 
share their ideas with the whole class verbally. Mila shared that she was older than most of the 
other participants in the class and did not want to say the wrong thing in front of other classmates 
who were the age of her children. 
Theorizing Interactions with Ves and Mila  
This subsection theorizes what was learned about Ves and Mila based on the interactions I had 
with them and their self-perceptions. This subsection also provides a connection to the overall 
theoretical framework of interaction ritual chains, that will be explored later in this paper. 
Finally, this subsection includes a description of why I focused on heuristics as a tool that 
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empowers participants and me to investigate and navigate our emotional responses during 
teaching and learning experiences. 
Language, age and emotions. For both Ves and Mila, their difference in language and 
age impacted their participation in class discussions. Language, ethnicity, age and social class are 
categories that may strain and stratify urban schooling. Tobin (2014) discussed that gender and 
age served to bring a teacher and three students together. Social categories such as age and 
gender led to instances that produced solidarity and allowed participants to interact adaptively 
with one another. However, in a larger group self-stigmatization and stigmatization from others 
were negotiated. In Erving Goffman's (1963) theory of social stigma, he suggests that society 
categorizes people based on similar attributes. Attributes can be based on age, gender, language 
and religion. These attributes are established based on the norms of the group. For example, in 
the Spring 2015 course, the majority of students participating in the discussion were between 
twenty-three and thirty-three years old and fluent in English. Ves and Mila were the only 
participants that were over forty. Mila stated, “I have children the age of the other participants.” 
This lead to both Mila and Ves to experience less confidence in sharing their ideas in fear of 
conforming to the perceived stigmas of others in the group. 
A person's age and language can communicate stigmatized social meanings to the self 
and others. Goffman (1963) suggests that social categorization affects our first impression of the 
other. I argue that social categorization also affects the impressions a person has of themselves as 
they enter the group. Past first impressions can lead to emotional responses that cause individuals 
to include or exclude themselves and their ideas from a group. I agree with Goffman's suggestion 
that stigmas influences relationship between an individual and a group. Therefore, it is a 
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collective responsibility to ensure that people empower others who may feel stigmatized during 
an interaction. 
Mindfully speaking. Mindfully speaking and interacting adaptively with one another are 
characteristics of reproducing positive interactions that are inclusive of differences. Participants 
engage in mindful speaking during interactions as they monitor others’ actions during a dialogue 
(Tobin, 2015). Participants notice when others want to share their ideas and may end their turn at 
talk to include the other. Also, participants may invite others into the conversation to share their 
ideas and listen attentively to what is being said. During a dialogue, emotions become a 
dialectical interaction between self and other. Tobin (2015) suggests that by monitoring others’ 
emotional responses, the speaker can collect information based on the level of participants’ 
understanding of what is being said, interest in what is being said and synchrony of emotional 
responses. The speaker also manages emotions when speaking based on how others’ emotional 
gestures to what is being said affects their own emotions. I also include that the listener monitors 
the speakers' emotions as they speak. Expressing these characteristics during an interaction may 
be difficult when participants are not aware of how their actions may impact others. Even when 
participants are aware of how their actions affect themselves and others, they may not know how 
to change or manage emotions they want to change (Alexakos, 2015). The use of heuristics 
attend to the challenges participants might face as they negotiate their role and the role of others 
during an interaction. 
Heuristics. As stated earlier, heuristics are tools that can help teachers | researchers 
become aware of characteristics they can use to investigate and navigate teaching and learning 
experiences of interest. The heuristic explored in this research was focused on responsive math 
teaching. The responsive math teaching heuristic was collaboratively developed with preservice 
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teachers and me during the Spring 2015 semester (Wright, 2015, in press). The heuristic was 
introduced as a reflexive tool that encouraged participants to become aware of their emotions and 
the emotions of others while teaching and learning math. Through reading the characteristics on 
the heuristic, teachers were exposed to strategies for alleviating unwanted emotions that hindered 
their progression in teaching and learning math. Emotions and emotional responses become 
unwanted because of the pain they may cause the self and/ or other when experienced. Unwanted 
emotions are not labeled as positive or negative because becoming stuck on any emotions can 
impact a person’s physical and mental well-being. 
Throughout the Spring 2015 semester, participants in the math course were encouraged to 
reflect on and discuss how they engaged with the characteristics on the responsive math teaching 
heuristic during presentations. Participants were encouraged to choose up to four characteristics 
that were salient to their practice and write a reflection. Ves wrote a reflection based on the 
characteristic, “as I am teaching a math topic, I do not give up easily in the face of obstacles”, 
after presenting a math lesson to other participants in the math course. 
	
Figure 4.1 Ves 
Ves:  I am not the kind of person who gives up in the face of obstacles. For example, one 
of the obstacles might be, when a student says, "I hate math" the student does not know 
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that he is blocking himself/ herself. I might let the student know I'm willing to give [an 
extra help. I never give up trying to help my student succeed. 
Ves' reflection alluded to the struggles she shared with her expressive language and her 
experience with the professor who stated she was not good at writing. By getting to know Ves on 
the micro, meso and macro level, I made connections between Ves' end of semester reflection 
and where she began. I noticed that she wanted to make sure she gave children the support they 
needed to succeed because she did not want them to experience the lack of support she 









Mila also wrote a reflection based on the characteristic, “when discussing mathematical 
topics, I ask questions to make sure what I am saying is understood,” after presenting a math 
lesson to other participants in the math course. 
Mila: I was wondering about whether I asked questions to make sure that what I was 
saying was understood. The feedback from my peers shows that I was asking a lot of 
questions to make sure they were following along and no one was left behind. 
Figure 4.2 Mila 
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Mila’s reflection alludes to her fear of not being understood by others as she shares her ideas. 
However, as she presented her ideas, she realized that the feedback from other participants was 
‘not as bad as she taught’. Through reflecting on feedback from other participants about 
characteristics from the responsive math teaching heuristic that were salient to her practice, she 
realized that the stigmas she placed on herself based on her difference in language and age from 
other participants were not stigma’s that the other participants placed on her.   
An Analysis of What Happened and Why 
This fourth section is broken into four subsections. The first subsection is a description of the 
discussion participants and I engaged in as we shared our experiences with heuristics. In the 
second subsection, the event is illuminated. The third subsection explains interaction ritual 
chains and serves as a theoretical framework for analyzing the event in the fourth subsection.  
A Discussion about Heuristics 
Based on my noticing Ves, Mila and the other participants reflected on using heuristics. I thought 
it would be beneficial for participants and me to discuss our experiences and shifts in teaching 
and learning practices through using the heuristic. Therefore, during Week Thirteen of class, I 
announced that time and space would be available for a discussion about participants’ 
experiences in being introduced to and using heuristics. This discussion took place during Week 
Fourteen before class. The discussion was voluntary. During Week Fourteen there was a space 
set up in the back of the classroom where the course was usually held. Nine participants, 
including Ves, Mila and myself were present during the discussion about heuristics. Each 
participant was aware that the focus of this discussion was to reflect on their experience with 
using heuristics. 
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The discussion about heuristics was videotaped. The video lasted 20 minutes and 55 
seconds. I began the discussion by sharing my experiences with using the mindfulness and co-
teaching heuristics during a previous course I had taken at the Graduate Center. As I described 
my experience with heuristics, my intent was to create a space where the discussion would be 
more dialogic. I wanted participants to be able to connect to what I was saying and continue the 
conversation with their experiences. I also wanted participants and me to develop a mutual focus 
of attention of not only using the heuristic but also explicitly stating challenging experiences 
without the fear of being judged by others.  
Michael Roth and Kenneth Tobin (2010) summarize that during classroom discussions 
providing structures to afford optimal forms of participation may be difficult to attain if 
professors exercise power over their participants. Therefore, as the teacher | researcher in this 
course, I constantly reflected and shifted my actions based on characteristics from the responsive 
math teaching, mindfulness and coteaching heuristics to ensure that other participants or I were 
not dominating the discussion. 
 Heuristics afford reflexivity. A classroom interaction can be a space of conflict and 
competition in which participants compete to gain cultural, emotional or academic authority 
(Bourdieu, 1989). Within this classroom, participants might have consciously or unconsciously 
acted in ways that might silence others. Inviting participants to discuss their experiences with 
using the responsive math teaching heuristics provided a space for them to reflexively look at 
their practices and the practices of others during an interaction and make positive changes. As 
part of a reflexive methodology, heuristics encourage participants to become aware of forms of 
conduct and thereby create possibilities to collaboratively analyze what is happening and why 
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(Tobin & Ritchie, 2012). As the teacher | researcher, in this event, I reflexively enacted practices 
in attempts of promoting dialogic interactions rituals. 
In a dialogic interaction ritual, there are no right or wrong answers. Based on the 
interpretation and meaning associated with what was said before, participants expanded the 
discussion using various approaches. Reflecting on characteristics from a heuristic can encourage 
all participants to share in the process of developing an understanding of the others' levels of 
comprehension, interest in what is being said and the synchrony of emotional responses with the 
present utterance/ speaker and topic of dialogue. When asynchronies occur, it is important “to 
collectively explore them and act in ways that produce positive emotional energy” (Tobin 2015, 
p. 14). Therefore, during the discussion about heuristics, I focused on ensuring that multiple 
voices and perspectives were shared through continuously reflecting on characteristics of co-
teaching and responsive math teaching. I shifted my practice when necessary. 
Highlighting the Event 
An event is defined as an identification of dissension during an interaction and rifts in social 
balance (Bellocchi et al., 2012). I used event-oriented inquiry to find out more about what was 
happening and why through a thorough analysis of participants' voices (Bellocchi, et al., 2012). 
The multilevel experiences I had with Ves and Mila impacted the way I interpreted the chosen 
event. 
Through exploring how language and age impacted Ves’ and Mila’s participation during 
class discussions, I explored the three minutes after I invited both Ves and Mila into a 
conversation. The event that emerged began at 16 minutes and 44 seconds into the approximately 
21-minute video. At that moment Ves and Mila did not have a chance at talk, while other 
participants had two or more chances to talk and were beginning to dominate the conversation. I 
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wanted the discussion about heuristics to be more dialogic, in which others were encouraged to 
respond to and share their experiences. Based on my prior experiences with Ves and Mila, I 
believed that they would not volunteer to share their experiences, especially in a large group 
discussion. I began to reflect on the responsive math teaching Characteristic 6: “I encourage 
others to talk to one another to afford to learn from difference” and decided to invite both Mila 
and Ves into the conversation.  
At marker16:44 minutes the Teacher | Researcher asked, “Anyone over here, Mila, Ves?” 
At marker16:45 minutes Mila looked up at me, shook her head from side to side 
indicating no, smiled and then turn her head to Ves.  
16:47 Ves shrugged shoulders and smiled. “The heuristic helped me.” 
The above three seconds are highlighted at the beginning of the event because my 
inviting Mila into the conversation and Mila's rejection led to a breach in the conversation until 
Ves began her talk. Based on what happened between the three seconds highlighted above and 
my prior experiences with both Ves and Mila, I investigated why Ves accepted the invitation 
while Mila declined. I explored why Mila decided to participate in the discussion after Ves' turn 
at talking. As I made meaning of this event with Ves and Mila, I focused on interaction ritual 
chains as a theoretical framework. 
Interaction Ritual Chains 
Interactions ritual chains (IRC) are all interconnected with participants as a conduit (Collins, 
2004). As a conduit, participants during a discussion experience many emotions which may or 
may not lead to actions. Collins (2004) summarizes IRC as the causes and consequences of 
variations in mutual focus and emotional entrainment. Emotional energy arises from social 
practice and is built from prior experiences. Therefore, by focusing on experiences, I learned 
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more about my emotional energy as well as explored the emotional energy of others. Emotional 
energy is that of participants' experiencing confidence, elation, strength, enthusiasm and 
initiative in taking action during an interaction (Collins, 2004). More specifically, the emotional 
energy of participants during this discussion is a continuous emotional tone that is transferred 
from experience to experience. 
Collin’s (2004) historical trace of the term ‘rituals’ helped me describe how heuristics 
were used in this event. I began with the idea that new social connections could be established by 
developing, utilizing and reflecting on a responsive math teaching heuristic with participants. 
Participants contributed to develop and reflect on a shared symbol that led to solidarity in 
supporting each other and themselves as they would teach and learn math. Developing a shared 
symbol of how one might respond to others or themselves during an emotional experience 
encouraged us, as participants, to share an emotional energy that would be conducive to teaching 
and learning and that could be transferred from one experience to the next. Collins (2004) 
describes emotional energy as a motivating force during an interaction. An individual’s past and 
present experiences can affect the emotional energy he/she bring to an interaction. It is my belief 
that emotional energy can be redistributed based on the flow of emotions in the present 
experience.  
Negotiations within an Interaction. Based on Collins’ (2004) ideas, Turner (2007) 
summarizes interaction rituals as stereotyped sequences of talk and body language that have the 
capacity to arouse emotions and reinforce existing social rules. Participants’ values, beliefs and 
social rules influence the flow of the discussion. The differences participants bring to a 
discussion are negotiated to promote solidarity and positive emotional energy.  
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Using the works of Gary Fine (1984), I took a closer look at the role of negotiations 
during the discussion about heuristics. Negotiated order emphasizes how meaning is embedded 
in everyday transactions such as talk, ideologies, values, beliefs and rules. Fine (1984) expands 
on the ideas of Strauss et al. (1963) of negotiated order with three assumptions.  
First, Fine looks at the way participants perceive the structure in which they are 
embedded. In this discussion, I perceived each participant as a co-researcher, even though I was 
labeled the teacher | researcher. Being labeled as the teacher | researcher produced a categorical 
power dynamic between the other participants and me during the discussion about heuristics. I 
decided to use this categorical power as a way to invite others into the conversation and ensure 
that their voices and ideas were heard and valued. I also invited two participants to make 
meaning of the event from their interpretations to afford multiple viewpoints and learning from 
difference.  
Secondly, individual, collective and experiential change is inevitable and continuous 
(Fine, 1984). Inviting others into the conversation promoted shifts in our ontologies and 
epistemologies because we were able to learn from a different perspective, connect to what 
others had to say and revisit our experiences.  
Third, individuals and collectives continually make adjustments to the situations in which 
they find themselves (Fine, 1984). As stated earlier, I believe that interaction is not a linear 
process. The self-identified roles of each constantly shift as they interact with others. This was 
the reason I embed Mila's and Ves' reflections as I analyzed my role during this interaction and 
vice versa. 
Even though the work of Anselm Strauss (1963) and Fine (1984) developed through 
organizational structures such as hospitals, in any interaction individuals bring different types of 
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training and professional socialization, varying amounts of experience and different personal 
backgrounds with them. These variations lead to persuasions of ideologies and hierarchical 
position, which may cause power struggles in a group interaction. Since power/ passivity and 
power relations/ agency are embedded in the social order of the interactions, they are represented 
as being emergent and contingent. More specifically, in negotiated order theorists refer to power 
as the ability of different participants to control the course of events and the action of others 
(Day & Day, 1977).  
I include Strauss' ideas on negotiated order and power relations because it begins the 
conversation about power struggles that occur within an interaction. However, I believe that 
Strauss' ideas need to be more expansive in including the impact prior experiences have on how 
an individual and collective group negotiate roles during an interaction. As participants during an 
interaction, each person is responsible for valuing what they culturally and socially bring into the 
conversation, creating a climate in which they have the confidence to voice themselves and 
expect to be listened to. 
Analyzing the Event 
The analysis of the event took place over a one-year span. Two minutes after engaging in the 
discussion about heuristics with participants, I listed the characteristics from the heuristics I 
remembered reflecting on during the conversation. I also wrote down keywords such as ‘Ves and 
laughter’ and ‘Mila shakes head’ to help me remember the time frame of when I reflected on the 
characteristics. Two hours after the event, I watched the video and matched the characteristics I 
wrote down with the time frames. Three months later I re-watched the video with a focus on my 
interactions with Ves and Mila during the discussion. I noticed that Ves and Mila were the only 
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two participants invited into the conversation. I began to investigate what happens as I invited 
them into the conversation and why.  
As I analyzed the event, I also realized that focusing only on my interpretation of the 
event would not provide a clear description of what was happening. One event can have a variety 
of meanings associated with it based on the lens it is viewed from. Also, focusing on one view of 
the event can obscure other meanings, which may lead to misconceptions that are not aligned 
with what is happening (Bellocchi et al., 2012). Therefore, I decided to share the highlighted 
event with Ves and Mila via email, one year after I wrote my interpretation of the event. I shared 
the video clip of the event and a few questions for them to reflect on. The questions included:   
Teacher | Researcher: Ves, how did you feel during the moment when I invited you and 
Mila into the conversation?  
Mila, how did you feel during the first moment when I invited you and Ves into the 
conversation? 
Why did you choose to speak the second time I invited you into the conversation? 
Were you reflecting on any responsive math teaching heuristics during the event? If so 
can you let me know which ones? 
Ves and Mila individually watched the video clip and responded via email to the 
questions that I asked. I also analyzed Ves’ and Mila’s reflections about using heuristics during a 
math presentation that was written one week after the discussion about the heuristic. Throughout 
the rest of this analysis, Ves’ and Mila’s reflections of the event will be embedded with my 
interpretations in efforts of making meaning of the event together.  
 Analyzing Ves’ turn at talk. When I shifted the camera to look at Ves, she 
automatically began to speak at marker 16:47 minutes. As she began to speak, she smiled and 
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then began to laugh. At this moment, I also laughed. The two other participants, Courtney and 
Yadira, in view of the camera also laughed (Figure 3). Stephen Ritchie, Kenneth Tobin, Peter 
Hudson, Michael Roth and Victoria Mergard (2011) suggest that positive emotions are produced 
through dialogic interactions, laughter, synchronized body movements and changes in voice. 
During the discussion at marker 16:47 minutes, I reflexively referred to the coteaching 
characteristic: When asynchronies arise in coteaching, coteaching partners try to resolve them. I 
used shared laughter and smiles to alleviate the asynchrony that emerged when I  









Even though Courtney (Figure 4.3) and Yadira (Figure 4.3) did not invite Ves into the 
conversation, it can be stated that they enacted the following coteaching characteristic and 
coteaching partners showed compassion for each other. Courtney and Yadira showed 
compassion by actively listening to what Ves said through the use of head nods, laughter and 
smiles. These gestures can help a speaker feel like what s/he said has value and help the speaker 
build confidence in being a part of the group (Collins, 2004). 
When I shared this event with Ves via email, approximately one-year later, she shared 
that she remembered reflecting on two responsive math teaching characteristics that were salient 
Figure 4.3 Shared laughter 
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in her practice. The first characteristic was Responsive Math Teaching Heuristic #13. Ves said, 
“As I am teaching a math topic, I do not give up easily in the face of obstacles.” The second 
characteristic was Responsive Math Teaching #18. Ves continued, “I am aware when my stress 
levels toward teaching a math topic changes the emotional climate of the room.” She used 
laughter as a way to alleviate her stress levels and reproduced a positive emotional energy.  
Ritchie et al. (2011) suggest that use of collaborative laughter associated with expressions 
of alternative explanations is a structure that encourages students to express themselves openly. 
Therefore, I believe that shared laughter empowered Ves to build confidence and explain her 
experiences openly.  
Another characteristic evident during the discussion was Coteaching Characteristic #1: 
“Coteaching partners listen attentively to each other.” Ves said at marker 16:50 minutes, “It 
helped me a lot… Because for me it is like a mirror.” Ves looked at the video camera. At marker 
16:50 minutes the laughter had stopped, and Ves continued to speak about her experience with 
using heuristics. Her speech became the mutual focus of the group conversation. Everyone 
looked at Ves. Turner (2009) summarizes Goffman’s (2009) ideas stating that during an 
interaction individuals make strategic assessments, reflect on situational expectations and decide 
how to present themselves. Ves opened her turn at talk 
with laughter. She negotiated her role in the interaction 
by arousing positive emotions within the group. Since 
Ves' role was verified through the others shared 
laughter and eye contact, there was a smooth flow in 
the interaction. Even though some may say she entered 
Figure 4.4 Mila's Invitation 
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the conversation passively, due to her having to be invited in, she showed agency as she 
participated and negotiated her role during the interaction. 
Analyzing Mila’s turn at talk.	During the discussion about heuristics at marker 16:44 
minutes I said, “Anyone over here, Mila, Ves?” When I said Mila’s name, I shifted the camera to 
her direction. At the moment, I said Mila's name (Figure 4.4), she touched her fingernails and 
looked down towards them. She then looked up in my direction, smiled, closed her eyes for 
approximately one second, shook her head from side to side indicating the word no. At that same 
moment, Ves began speaking, and Mila turned toward Ves. As Ves spoke, she has a smile on her 
face. Everyone else also began to smile and laugh. After Ves' turn at talk, I returned to Mila and 
once again invited her to speak. At that moment, she built on what Ves stated. 
As I completed my analysis of the video clip, approximately one year after the 
highlighted event, I wanted to know why Mila rejected the first invitation. I sent her the video 
clip of the highlighted event and emailed her the question, “How did you feel during the first 
moment when I invited you and Ves into the conversation?”  
Mila: First of all, I would like to say that I try to avoid any public speaking. The main 
reason is my language. I know that my language is not perfect and I do not feel [confident] 
speaking, especially publically. I do not know how to describe this feeling, but it's like 
having a disability when you can't express your thoughts and ideas clearly, so not everyone 
will understand the exact meaning of your speech because you may have mispronounced a 
few words or mistakenly used a wrong word. Very often, I might forget the right word or 
even several simple words that I know by heart, but at that particular second, I can't 
remember them. Also, for me, it's extremely embarrassing because of my age. For instance, 
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in most of my classes, I am the only one 40+J. I didn’t want to look stupid in front of the 
students that are the same age as my older daughter. 
As described in earlier sections, difference in language and age played a role in Mila's 
decision to decline my first invitation to the discussion. However, after Ves discussed her 
experiences with using heuristic, Mila decided to share her experiences.  
Mila:  I decided to participate because I wanted to support my professor. I know how hard 
it is to find volunteers in any classroom discussions, especially in front of the camera. 
Secondly, I agreed with Linda, and I just wanted to add something from my personal 
experience that was really bothering me in my life. 
I interpreted Mila’s response as Mila wanted to build solidarity and maintain the flow of positive 
emotional energy during the discussion. Although my role as the teacher | researcher provided 
me with power and agency to invite Ves and Mila into the discussion, Mila and Ves also 
expressed power and agency by accepting and/ or declining to participate in the discussion.  
Power and agency during an interaction. I adopt Tobin's (2013) idea that agency is the 
energy appearing in human bodies as the intensity and focus of human consciousness as it arises 
in interactions in local face-to-face interactions. This idea also holds true for passivity, which I 
view as the dialectic to agency. Although participants act when they are alone, their actions are 
charged up by previous situations they encounter. Roth (2007) theorizes the dialectical 
relationship between passivity and agency is in the description of an utterance. Roth summarizes 
that during an interaction what the speaker says or does during their utterance depends on the 
next utterance. Roth's work stems from Mikhail Bakhtin's (1994) ideas on dialogic inquiry. I 
view Bakhtin's idea on dialogic inquiry as mediated speech inclusive of polyphonia (multiple 
voices) and polysemia (multiple meanings) that confront each other during an utterance. More 
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specifically, even though there is agency in producing an utterance or action, there is passivity in 
waiting to see how the utterance or action affects the other. A dialogic interaction ritual 
encourages others to listen and build on the speech of another. The new speaker uses the 
previous speaker's speech as an ontological and epistemological resource for sharing their ideas. 
Turner's (2009) work extends the idea of agency | passivity through his discussion on role 
verification. Role verification can also be aligned with the earlier discussion on negotiations 
during an interaction. During role verification, people read the gestures of others to see if the 
others have accepted their role-making activities (Turner, 2009). This connects to two coteaching 
heuristic Characteristic #27: Coteaching partners are aware of emotions expressed in each other’s 
voice, face, positioning and body movements and Characteristic #4: Coteaching partners are in 
synchrony. Synchrony is a dynamic process between all individuals and resources in the situation 
that mediates the enactment of culture and the extent to which goals and motives are 
accomplished (Tobin & Llena, 2012). Turner’s (2007) work on emotions connects to the idea of 
synchrony through role-making.  
The role-making process is affected by the experience and the dialectal relationship 
between individual, collective and resources. A participant negotiates how s/he are supposed to 
act during a situation based on the routines or rituals that are in place and his/ her prior 
experiences. For example, Mila shared that based on her experiences of inviting students into a 
conversation and waiting, she wanted to support me as I invited her into the conversation by 
responding. Ves also shared that her prior experiences with the professor who told her writing 
skills that were difficult to read would negatively impact her teaching. This affected her 
confidence in sharing ideas during group discussions. If a participant has had many experiences 
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where his/ her sense of self was not verified by others, this trickles into the present interaction 
and plays a factor in how a participant negotiates his/ her role during an interaction.  
Ves’ and Mila’s role negotiation during the discussion. Many times, culture and values 
serve as a group reference during a discussion. As participants who are less comfortable or 
familiar with the group symbol join a conversation, they may look for ways to connect with what 
others are saying before they share their ideas. Pierre Bourdieu (1977) indicates that a participant 
speaks with hopes of being understood, believed and respected. Therefore, a participant's turn at 
talk may become a negotiation of power. In some cases, a participant might have to get the 
attention of their audience through using other resources such as laughter or making connections 
with others who effortlessly command attention when they speak.   
During Ves' turn to talk, she discussed and extended ideas that were shared by another 
participant named Willy.  
Ves: …as Willy said, every day in the classroom has math like with snack. The other day 
we were talking about the math (squints eyes and looks at Willy), we were folding the mat 
and I remember you were (head nod to Willy) talking about that and this little thing is like 
approaches to math. 
Ves referred to and extended Willy's ideas about the everyday uses of math during her turn to 
talk. Willy was another participant in the conversation and a teacher in a pre-kindergarten 
classroom. During the discussion, Willy was seen as a resource, since he had extensive 
experience in the field of teaching young children and participated more during class discussions. 
He already has a Bachelor's degree, and other teachers use him as a resource when planning math 
lessons and presentations for other courses they are taking. Collins (2004) explains that in any 
interaction participants enter they have different levels of emotional energy, cultural capital and 
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social reputations. Cultural capital and social reputations are developed over time and are based 
on prior experiences with other participants.  
Goffman's ideas on stigmas are also embedded in the development of cultural capital. 
More specifically, Bourdieu (1977) specifies linguistic, cultural capital as the mastery of 
language that is viewed as the norm or more prestigious. A person with linguistic, cultural capital 
is more willing to share his/ her ideas and participate in large group discussions because s/he 
does not feel stigmatized by a language barrier. Willy and Ves entered the discussion with two 
different social reputations and linguistic, cultural capital. Willy was the participant that offered 
his ideas, while Ves rarely shared ideas during large group discussions. Through extending on 
Willy's ideas, Ves negotiated her role and made connections to other participants during the 
interaction. She was also able to serve as a resource for Mila to share her ideas. 
	
Figure 4.5 Mila's Turn at Talk 
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After Ves’ completed her turn to talk, I returned to Mila (Figure 4.5) because I noticed 
that she was nodding her head during Ves’ turn to talk. I invited Mila into the conversation 
again.  
Mila: Actually, I have the same problem, I’m too emotional…You can always see what I 
am thinking…My face is like talking…And I am trying to control this as you can see right 
now I am nervous…I never thought of this before and analyzed my lessons based on 
breathing, emotions, voice.  
Mila negotiated her role during the conversation by making connections to and extending the 
ideas Ves shared during the discussion. After analyzing the video clip one year later, I emailed 
Mila the question, “Why did you choose to speak the second time I invited you into the 
conversation?” Mila responded, “I agreed with Linda and I just wanted to add something from 
my personal experience that was really bothering me in my life.”   
Through my analysis, I noticed that Ves and Mila used laughter and linguistic, cultural 
capital to navigate their turn at talk during the highlighted event. Using these resources 
empowered them to share their ideas and extend the conversation. Both laughter and linguistic, 
cultural capital can be used as resources to negotiate power structures that are embedded during 
an interaction.  
Bakhtin (1994) describes laughter during carnivals as an actor's way of breaking through 
the constraints of societal rules. Through breaking the perceived rules of a discussion, 
participants can express themselves more freely and build linguistic, cultural capital. 
Teacher | researcher’s role negotiation during Ves’ and Mila’s discussion. In 
analyzing Ves' and Mila's turns to talk, I include my perceived role during the discussion. At 
marker 16:44 minutes, I invited both Ves and Mila to speak about their experiences using the 
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heuristic. As I invited both participants into the conversation, I experienced a conflict in my role 
as the participant and the teacher | researcher. On the one hand, I reflected on the power struggles 
during an interaction. I asked myself if I would be stripping Ves and Mila of their power by 
inviting them to speak? Will they feel forced to speak? My goal was to make sure that multiple 
voices, specifically those that were usually silent, were heard during the discussion.  
Fine (1984) summarizes that power is ultimately a collective transaction that depends on 
the negotiated production of compliance. Some participants in a discussion have greater power 
than others, such as the role of teacher | researcher and participants. During the discussion, I 
quickly thought of ways I could negotiate my power as the teacher | researcher during the 
interaction to benefit both Ves and Mila. 
As I reflected on how I negotiated my power during the time I invited Ves and Mila into 
the discussion, I referred to Collins' (2004) idea of calling others by name during a discussion. 
By inviting Ves and Mila into the discussion by name, I was expressing that I thought of them as 
individuals with significant biographies and histories of relationships that should be shared with 
others during the interaction. The verification of self is confirmed by the responses of others 
during a discussion, with some responses being more salient than others (Turner, 2007). The 
responses that are seen as more salient are identified by the roles and goals during an interaction. 
For instance, my role as the teacher | researcher encouraged me to invite both Ves and Mila into 
the conversation. However, both participants reacted to my invitation differently. Mila responded 
‘no' to the invitation using body gestures. Ves responded by beginning with laughter and 
discussing her experience with the use of the heuristic. 
As Ves began to speak, profitable exchange payoff was enacted for me. Emotions, 
linguistic, cultural capital and social status are some of the key resources that can influence 
	 113	
exchange payoffs during a discussion. The collective laughter aroused during Ves' turn to talk, 
enabling me to maintain a flow of the interaction that built solidarity between myself and 
participants. However, when Mila first declined my invitation to engage in the discussion about 
heuristics, I experienced guilt because I felt that I put my goals of inviting voices that were not 
usually heard in the discussion above her emotional experiences. In her written reflection after 
re-watching the video, Mila wrote,  
Mila: At the first moment, I was thinking please, don't ask me and Ohh, no. It's visible in 
the video. However, in some classes in which professors created nice, friendly, safe and 
secure environments, I speak sometimes. Professor Wright is one of those professors that 
engaged me in classes discussions, and I felt very comfortable.” 
By deciding to invite both Mila and Ves, I believe that I adopted a strategy for increasing 
the solidarity during the discussion. Rather than focusing only on the ideas of participants who 
chose to speak about the heuristic, I was more focused on the collective in making sure multiple 
voices were heard. I also believe that both Ves and Mila gained agency as they shared their ideas 
and became a source of linguistic, cultural capital for other participants in the discussion. For 
instance, in response to my emailed question to Ves, "How did you feel when I invited you and 
Mila into the conversation?” Ves shared,  
Ves: I felt great when you invited me into the conversation. At that moment, I reflected 
about my emotions, and I was able to talk about them. After the discussion, I made a lot of 
progress. Now I feel capable of knowing my strengths and challenges managing my 
emotions. I'm cultivating self-emotional awareness day by day. 
Additionally, building solidarity and maintaining positive emotional energy during the 
highlighted event happened over time. My previous experiences with Ves and Mila impacted 
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their decisions to join and extend the discussion about heuristics. Mila shared that she joined in 
the conversation to support me during the discussion. She also shared that since I provided a 
classroom environment that was nurturing and supportive throughout the semester, she was able 
to ameliorate some of her nervous emotions and feel comfortable as she shared her ideas. 
Researching and Learning with Participants 
I began this paper by describing how I shifted from researching on participants to researching 
with participants. In this final section, I highlighted what was learned as I researched with 
participants. A key aspect of productive teaching and learning environments are individuals who 
act not only for themselves but also for the collective. Researching with participants empowered 
us to learn from each other and shift our practices as we engaged in the study. As I engaged in 
this research, I focused on learning more about what happened and why from different 
perspectives. Through incorporating Ves’ and Mila’s perspectives on making meaning of what 
was happening and why, I learned that by inviting Ves into the conversation she built confidence 
and linguistic capital as she shared her ideas. Ves also served as a cultural resource for Mila. 
Mila built on Ves' ideas which increased her linguistic capital. Finally, I learned that Mila 
navigated her power during the interaction to support me as she decided to share her ideas. 
As teacher | researchers, we have the power to ensure that participants are not silenced by 
stigmas. Since the mutual focus during the discussion was on participant's personal experiences 
using the heuristics, there was space for participants to share their experiences without having to 
focus on right or wrong answers. Alexakos et al. (2016) suggest that elements such as developing 
respectful and trusting relationships with participants through multiple encounters with an open 
and supportive teacher | researchers, participants are the key in creating an environment that 
encourages multi-dialogues. Forming trusting relationships with both Ves and Mila throughout 
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the semester impacted the decisions we made as we negotiated our roles during the highlighted 
event. 
The use of heuristics helped me to reflexively ensure that multiple voices were embedded 
into the class discussions. I valued creating a classroom that ameliorates feelings of not 
belonging, distrust and anger. However, within the complexities of teaching and learning, 
encouraging multiple voices may be overlooked. Reflexively using the heuristic encourages the 
teacher | researcher and participants to reaffirm the importance of including multiple voices or 
other characteristics that may be salient to the teaching and learning practice. The use of 
heuristics affords self-reflexive analysis. Self-reflexive analysis enables participants to relate 
their experiences to societal situations and think about possibilities for change. All ways of 
knowing stem from a particular lens are gained from our experience in the world. 
Through this analysis, my practice has been informed and continues to change. I offer a 
dialogic implication for teaching and learning. First, when thinking about whose voices are heard 
during a discussion, power structures are always embedded. As a teacher | researcher, I pride 
myself in taking the role of being nurturing and caring to all participants. I also necessitated 
forms of participation that afforded teaching and learning experiences. In the teaching and 
learning environment, I worked on sustaining an environment that was inclusive of diverse roles 
and ideas. I took note of participants who have been self-stigmatized and stigmatized by others 
through experiences. I worked to help them gain self-esteem and build an overall sense of 
solidarity in the classroom. 
Second, I am more aware of and use my categorical status as teacher | researcher to 
ameliorate inequities that occurred during interactions and shift practices so that changes could 
be made. As Bourdieu (1977) suggests, a participant's choice to share ideas during a discussion is 
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dependent on his/ her perceived roles during past experiences and perceived roles in the present 
experience. Using forms of interaction ritual chains, such as the use of calling others by name, 
extending other's ideas and laughter can help with navigating power structures and promoting 
solidarity during the interaction. I call for recognizing teaching and learning classroom 
interactions as fields in which all participants collaboratively become responsible for the 
inclusion of multiple voices and interpretations. We can reflexively produce group norms in 















CHAPTER 5:  
EXPLORING EMPATHY IN A MATH PEDAGOGY COURSE 
I remember the emotions I felt as a new teacher, standing in front of 18 four-year-old children. 
Scared, nervous, anxious, sad, frustrated, happy, strange, frightened, wonderful, doubtful, 
annoyed, proud and the list goes on. These emotions changed minute-to-minute, day-to-day 
based on the interactions in and out of the school building, with the children, other teachers, 
friends and family. The expectations from administrators, outside coaches and support staff also 
impacted my emotional responses. 
Empathy was something I constantly struggled with. My emotional response to stressors 
made it difficult for me to empathize with children or with myself. I experienced guilt when I felt 
frustrated with my students. I believed that I was supposed to empathize and understand that they 
were four-year-olds, but I would feel so overwhelmed with everything that was expected. Most 
days I entered the school building at 6:30 am and left many nights after 7 pm. When I arrived 
home from work, I spent another four hours inputting and analyzing observational data based on 
what I observed children doing in the classroom. Sleep was interrupted with stressing about other 
strategies that I could use to motivate students and help them understand the topics. My 
weekends were dedicated to writing lesson plans, gathering materials and practicing how I would 
engage children with challenging behaviors.  
Observations and evaluations from administrators and outside agencies also impacted 
how I empathized with myself and my students. The constant pressure of focusing on preparing 
four-year-old children to read and write sentences when they struggled with tying their shoe 
laces and making friends, became an emotional battle between engaging in developmentally-
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appropriate practices that would benefit the four-year-olds and engaging in practices that would 
lead to a better teacher evaluation. 
Even though I experienced all of these emotions during my first years of teaching, it was 
not until six years later during my second year of doctoral studies that I took the time to reflect 
on the emotions I was experiencing and how these emotions impacted my physical health. When 
I was first introduced to studying my emotions and emotional responses as part of teaching and 
learning, I thought it was a waste of time. I believed that I did not have time to reflect on my 
emotions when the students that I worked with needed me to help them understand their 
emotions. However, after reading characteristics from a mindfulness heuristic on emotions, I 
began reflecting on how my emotional responses affected the emotional climate of the entire 
classroom. I realized that if I were not aware of or stayed stuck on emotions that negatively 
impacted the teaching and learning environment, then I would not be successful in helping 
students understand their emotions. Since I struggled with empathy, I decided to begin exploring 
how I expressed empathy to myself and others and tried to adjust my practices like tone of voice, 
facial expressions and body language to be responsive to my emotional needs as well as the 
emotional needs of the students. 
My exploration of emotional experiences continued as I taught and learned with 
preservice teachers at Brooklyn College. Through exploring empathy with preservice teachers, I 
had the opportunity to share my struggles, learn from their experiences and develop multiple 
perspectives on what it means to express empathy to self and others. 
Based on my emotional experiences as a beginning teacher, and now a teacher-educator | 
researcher of early childhood preservice teachers, my focus is on balancing how to teach the 
content with exploring the emotions preservice teachers experience as they teach and learn the 
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content. Beginning teachers are expected to respond to the emotional and cognitive needs of their 
students. However, they are rarely encouraged to explore their emotions that emerge in the 
teaching and learning environments. 
Framing this Paper 
This paper provides a narrative account of how I, a teacher-educator | researcher, collaboratively 
with preservice teachers in my course explored the role that empathy plays in the teaching and 
learning environment. First, I began this paper with a brief description of my emotional 
experiences as I started teaching pre-kindergarten students ten years ago. I included my past 
emotional experiences to frame my current role as a teacher-educator | researcher. As a teacher-
educator | researcher, I explored empathy with early childhood preservice teachers in a math 
pedagogy course at Brooklyn College. The Sheffer stroke (|) was used between the words 
teacher-educator and researcher to highlight the dialectical relationship between teaching and 
researching in the classroom. While engaging in research, I believe it is important to highlight 
the researcher's emotional experiences because it provides insight into the theoretical 
frameworks that are chosen, how the research is analyzed and the shifts made in practice through 
engaging in the research.  
Second, I investigated current research on teacher emotions and empathy in teaching and 
learning environments. This investigation provided a theoretical basis for collaboratively 
exploring and analyzing empathy with participants. Third, I introduced participants who engaged 
in the study and explained how data were collected and analyzed. Fourth, a description of how 
empathy was explored throughout the course was provided. Fifth, an analysis of participants' free 
writes was presented. The changes made in practices and ideas that emerged from collaborative 
explorations between participants and me are portrayed through an analysis of excerpts from 
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participants' weekly free writes. As participants' free writes were analyzed, a key idea that 
transpired was the difference between expressing empathy, pity and sympathy to the self and 
others. Finally, I concluded with implications for exploring empathy in teaching and learning 
spaces. 
Investigating Current Research on Exploring Teachers’ Emotions 
This section provides an investigation of current research on exploring emotions in teaching and 
learning spaces. I highlight that emotions are experienced within a social and cultural context. I 
then shift toward a focus on exploring the arousal of teachers’ emotions within a social and 
cultural context. As I examined the arousal of teachers’ emotions, I explored the notion of 
emotional understanding and emotional contagion in connection to empathy. I conclude this 
section with the idea that the exploration and awareness of emotions are valuable in teaching and 
learning spaces and introduce heuristics, a tool that teachers can use to bring awareness to 
emotions.  
Are Emotions Experienced on an Individual Level? 
In many teacher research, exploring emotions and emotional intelligence is promoted as a way of 
providing strategies for how teachers can manage, control or ameliorate undesirable emotions 
(Boler, 1999). For example, Daniel Goleman (2006) connects individual, social and emotional 
intelligence to on-the-job success. However, Goleman does not critically look into all the 
external factors that lead to or hinder on-the-job success. Instead, his work focuses on the 
individual and lists a set of rules that leads a person to success. These rules are bracketed into 
personal competence (self-awareness and self-management) and social competence (social 
awareness and relationship management). Within social competence, empathy is defined as the 
sensing of others’ emotions, understanding their perspective and taking active interest in their 
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concerns. Goleman (2006) claims that a successful teacher can say or do what is appropriate 
through being able to attune to how others feel at the moment.  
Goleman's ideas were criticized because of the one-dimensional view into linking certain 
emotions with success. Diane Zorn and Megan Boler (2007), criticized Goleman's work because 
Goleman did not discuss who controls the appropriate emotions or feelings. I agree with their 
criticism because emotions are publicly and collaboratively formed. Cultural hierarchies are 
embedded in cultural norms which recreate inequities in organizations such as schools. 
Through a Vygotskian lens, teaching and learning include a collaborative approach to 
making meaning of lived experiences. Embedded in these lived experiences are socially 
constructed emotions that are shared between individuals. Schooling is an organization in which 
the interrelated and interdependent elements include the teachers, administrators, children, 
artifacts, environment/ context and the emotional experiences that take place between all 
elements. When ripples between these elements occur because the emotional and/ or cognitive 
expectations are beyond the abilities of the actors in the school environment, negativities effect 
factors such as anxiety, lack of empathy and disgust begin to present themselves (Hargreaves, 
2000).  
Emotional ripples in the teaching and learning environment are rarely explored, 
especially in early childhood. Effective early childhood teachers are expected to effectively 
exhibit empathy to their students by recognizing, caring about and responding to students' needs 
and concerns (Demetriou et al. 2009). There is no critical engagement with the underlying 
sources of emotions that leads to or hinders performative emotions such as empathy. Within this 
idea, empathy is romanticized as something teachers must have but does not critically look into 
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the social, cultural, organizational and political aspects that challenge teachers as they interact 
with the students in their classrooms. 
In earlier works, Megan Boler (1999) began with exploring the primary discourses of 
emotions through the lens of Western culture. She amalgamates the works of feminist theorists to 
address how emotions are channeled and appropriated in Western political culture. She discusses 
the term ‘feeling power’ in two distinct ways. First, feeling power is viewed as emotional 
responses that are developed according to socially enforced rules of power. For example, 
teachers are viewed as nurturing, caring and empathic beings. If teachers display emotions such 
as anger, sadness and frustration in response to inequities that are happening in and out of the 
classroom, they are seen as emotionally unstable or in need of intervention or removal.  
Second, feeling power urges educators to explore how people resist and challenge 
socially enforced conduct. More specifically, feeling power encourages teachers to explore their 
underlying emotions in connection with the power structures within organizations that effect the 
way teachers interact with others. In the next two sections, I will examine the research on the 
arousal of emotions and how emotional responses are socially and culturally constructed in 
connection to power structures. 
Arousal of Emotions 
Jonthon Turner (2009) discusses two key factors for the arousal of emotions. The first is 
Expectation. When a teacher enters a classroom with a certain expectation of how the day should 
unfold, s/he will experience different emotions based on the extent to which the expectation of 
self and other are not met. Our emotional responses to these expectations, whether they are 
perceived as failed or successful, are determined by Turner's second factor, Sanctions. Teachers 
can provide positive or negative sanctions directed at self or other which also triggers different 
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emotional responses in the individual. Questions such as the following may emerge. "Are we 
harder on ourselves?” “Do we blame or take it out on others?" Emotional responses are also 
cultural and many times defined by feeling rules. Megan Boler and Michalinos Zembylas (2003) 
call for a pedagogy of discomfort that acknowledges and critically reflects on the deeply 
embedded emotional dimensions that shape how teachers interact with themselves, their 
students, the school community and within the politics of education as a whole. By closely 
examining emotional responses and reactions, one can begin to identify how we comply with 
dominant ideology of how teachers interact within the school system (Boler & Zembylas, 2003). 
Emotional Responses and Power Structures 
Emotional responses are embedded in macro (political governing of schools), meso (school and 
community organization) and micro level (classroom, teachers and students) structures. 
Emotional responses to these structures are mediated from culturally-embedded norms and 
shown through physiological actions. A teacher's response to the different emotions experienced 
stem from the first contact s/he have with others (both living and non-living). Emotional 
responses are felt inside the body (increased heart rate) and displayed outside the body (facial 
expressions, changes in tone of voice, sweating) (Tobin & Ritchie, 2012). During politically 
contested interactions in organizations such as schools, emotional responses are communicated 
and constantly changing in response to the other. 
William Sewell's (2005) definition of structures highlights the constantly changing aspect 
of the emotional culture in which teachers work. I agree with Sewell's argument that “culture as a 
system is always interacting with culture as a practice” (p .46). In the classroom, the teacher's 
practice is embedded into the systemic routines of the school and the overall political agenda. 
However, how teachers implement the organizational strategies is also based on their 
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relationship with the students and parents as well as their prior experiences and emotional 
responses. Hence, this highlights the multilectical relationship between micro, meso and macro 
structures in which teachers work. 
Emotional Understanding and Empathy 
Since the arousal of teacher emotions and emotional responses are culturally mediated and 
embedded within power structures, it is important for teachers to develop an awareness and 
understanding of their emotions as they interact in teaching and learning spaces. Furthermore, it 
is pivotal for teachers to understand how their emotional responses effect their interactions with 
others. Andy Hargreaves (2000) writes, "Teachers, learners and leaders all, at various times, 
worry, hope, doubt, envy, brood, love, feel proud, get anxious, are despondent, become 
frustrated, and so on" (p. 812). Hargreaves (2001) later explains that the exploration of emotions 
in education should go beyond emotions such as love, care and trust. He calls for researchers to 
also explore darker emotions such as guilt, shame, anger, jealousy, frustration and fear. The 
exploration of emotions leads to a critical view of the role empathy plays in the teaching and 
learning environment. 
Empathy encompasses the experiencing of all emotions and emerges through an 
emotional understanding between the self and the other. Norman Denzin (1984) defines 
emotional understanding as the process of one person entering into another person’s experience. 
Through this process, there are subjective interpretations of the other's experiences based on a 
person's understanding of his/ her own experiences. Collaboratively, both the self and the other 
attempt to make meaning of the emotions being experienced during the interaction as they 
respond dialectically to each other. Denzin's (1984) definition of emotional understanding 
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encompasses a variety of emotions that people feel as they empathize with themselves and others 
and highlights how emotions are being transferred between individuals.  
Emotional Contagion 
The transmission of emotions among individuals can be connected to the idea of emotional 
contagion. Gerald Schoenewolf (1990) describes emotional contagion as a process in which an 
individual influences the emotions and emotional responses of another individual or group 
through the expressions of their emotions. Over time, teachers and students begin to develop a 
means of communication that encompasses a rich understanding of the other in their social, 
historical and relational contexts (Cooper, 2004). They do this by drawing on their emotional 
experiences and the emotional experiences of the other to make sense of what is happening and 
why it is happening. Hence, it is important for teachers and students to be aware of the emotional 
experiences that happen in the classroom, explore the organizational sources that cause the 
arousal of the emotions and develop strategies that they can use to ameliorate emotional 
responses that negatively impact the teaching and learning environment. Tobin (2013) suggests 
that emotional contagion is beneficial in the classroom when there is shared, positive, emotional 
energy. However, the harboring of emotions that negatively influence the teaching and learning 
environment can lead to emotional contagion that is detrimental to those engaged. 
Heuristics: Becoming Aware and Unstuck on Unwanted Emotions  
In the above section, I declared that harboring unwanted emotions can negatively influence the 
teaching and learning environment and lead to the continuous reproduction of a negative 
emotional climate. Unwanted emotions are defined as emotions that a person or group do not 
want to experience during a specific moment. Unwanted emotions are not labeled as positive or 
negative because becoming stuck on any emotions can impact a person’s or group's physical and 
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mental well-being. Zembylas (2005) suggests emotional knowledge is an important aspect of 
teaching and understanding teaching. Moreover, certain aspects of teaching are learned through 
emotional experiences and are not easily described by content or pedagogical knowledge. 
Consequently, teachers and students may be unaware of the emotions they are experiencing and 
become stuck on reproducing emotions that are negatively impacting the teaching and learning 
environment. 
In this paper, I introduced heuristics as tools that encourage teachers and students to 
explore, focus and increase their awareness of a specific construct (Alexakos, 2015). The 
construct that was of focus in this research was empathy. The initial reason for focusing on 
empathy emerged from my struggles with empathy as a beginning teacher. However, introducing 
the heuristics to participants with a focus on empathy led to shifts in emotional understandings 
and classroom practices. Powietrzynska (2014) proposes that the use of heuristics afford change 
in practice by mediating reflexivity. As a result, in exploring empathy as a characteristic of a 
responsive math teaching heuristic (Appendix 1), participants became more aware of the 
emotions they experienced as they interacted with others during teaching and learning math. 
Additionally, participants and I collaboratively explored how these emotions were challenged by 
the ideologies of the political structures of schooling. More specifically, teachers explored how 
their emotions coincided and negated the expected organizational performative emotion of 
empathy. 
A Multi-methodological Approach to Exploring Empathy 
	
In this section, I provided a brief overview of participants that engaged in the exploration of 
empathy. I provided a more in-depth description of each participant as I analyzed their free write 
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responses in the analysis section of this paper. Additionally, the methods and methodologies that 
were employed to make meaning of what was happening and why were described. 
Who’s Who 
Each participant in this study is a preservice teacher. Participants attend Brooklyn College with a 
major in early childhood education. Eight out of the 17 participants in this study were working in 
an early childhood classroom as an assistant teacher. During the first week of class, most of 
participants reported disliking math based on prior experiences of feeling unsuccessful in 
understanding the content. Other participants reported that although they understood the math 
content, they worried about differentiating it to meet the needs of all learners.  
Brooklyn College Math Pedagogy Course 
The math pedagogy course, in which the study takes place, is a prerequisite to enrolling into 
student teaching. This course took place during the Spring 2016 semester and lasted 15 weeks. 
The other participants were either full-time students or worked in a field outside of early 
childhood education. Additionally, each participant was required to conduct 30 hours of field 
work observations in a math early childhood classroom setting. Field work observations 
provided participants with classroom experience even if participants were not currently working 
in a school.  
Introducing ‘Free Writing’ 
Throughout the math pedagogy course, reflective and reflexive practices were explored as 
participants engaged in weekly free writes. Free write topics were introduced during the 
beginning of class. Participants had the opportunity to write about the topic for ten minutes. As 
participants wrote, I encouraged them to write their ideas about the topic without focusing on 
grammar and spelling. I wanted participants to have the opportunity to highlight individual, 
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social, cultural and political structures that surrounded how participants empathized with others 
and themselves within an organization, without focusing on standard grammar rules.  
Free writes were used in this research in two ways. First, free writes were used as a tool 
to encourage participants to freely express their ideas as they explored their experiences around 
the construct of empathy. Second, they were used as a source of data collection to analyze 
participants’ ideas around the construct of empathy and the shifts made in their practices 
throughout the exploration. As I analyzed participants’ free writes, I also made shifts in my 
emotional understanding of the term empathy and how I engaged in the course.  
Patricia Connors (1988) suggests that free writing has a developmental function in 
helping the writer discover the reactions and questions of an external or internal topic. free 
writing was used to explore the external and internal discussions around empathy. According to 
Bourdieu (1992), knowledge and practice are informed by a relationship between the individual's 
past and present, social and emotional experiences. By being present in class, whether 
participants choose to participate in discussion or not, the ideas that were being shared and the 
topics of the free writes penetrated their thoughts which resulted in the generation of their ideas. 
In connection with the exploration of teachers' emotions, free writing can be used as a 
meditative process that promotes the flow of ideas when writing about a construct. Kenneth 
Tobin, Konstantinos Alexakos, Anna Malykova and Al-Karim Gangji (2017) suggest that as 
individuals engage in free writing, specific holds connected to a variety of the 26 pairs of safety 
energy locks can be assessed and linked to clearing the mind and improving the quality of 
thinking. Safety energy locks (SEL) are associated with Jin Shin Jyutsu (JSJ) and are described 
as the flow of universal energy throughout the body (Tobin et al., 2017). 
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Even though I have not studied JSJ specifically, I have experienced unintentionally practicing a 
series of holds and touches that help my flow of writing. As I engaged in free writing, I often 
placed my index finger over my left eyebrow. In Tobin et al. study (2017) this hold is identified 
as SEL 20. SEL 20 is connected with consciously bringing awareness to the past, present and 
future and realizing that we are in the present moment. As I engaged in this hold during free 
writing, I noticed that I was no longer spending extensive time judging and becoming stuck on 
the content and grammar of my writing. Instead, I began to let my ideas flow, reflected on these 
ideas, investigated the emotions that were experienced as I wrote my ideas, and reflexively 
explored how these constructs impacted the way I interacted with the world. 
Tobin et al.’s (2017) exploration of JSJ connects to Bourdieu's ideas on reflexivity. 
Bourdieu (1992) discuss reflexivity as a process that stimulates all participants to learn from 
others without boundaries or prescribed roles. Reflexivity also informs individual and social 
practice in spaces outside of the college classroom. Through using free writes, participants can 
reflect on their understandings and beliefs about empathy; explore challenges that lead to 
empathy fatigue and teacher burnout and associated emotions and develop strategies that will 
help them to alleviate the unwanted emotions that take a toll on their wellness. 
Make Meaning of What Is Happening and Why 
The focus of this research was based on the analysis of patterns and contradictions that were 
illuminated throughout participants’ weekly free writes. As the teacher-educator | researcher, I 
examined participants’ weekly free writes and selected excerpts that illustrated expressions of 
showing empathy to themselves and others. Participants’ free writes were also selected based on 
differences in perspectives. Patterns and differences were studied using the theoretical 
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frameworks highlighted in the Investigating Current Research on Teachers’ Emotions section of 
this paper to explore the role of empathy in teaching and learning. 
The research framework employed in this study was interpretive inquiry. Interpretive 
inquiry addresses what was happening and why it was happening from the participants’ and 
teacher-educator | researcher’s perspectives. Interpretive inquiry also acknowledges subjectivity 
and multiple perspectives as a strength of research. By using interpretive inquiry, I analyzed the 
complexity of the data from a conceptual lens as well as included the views of the participants 
engaged in the study. 
   Additionally, interpretive inquiry was consistent with the components of the authenticity 
criteria (Tobin et al., 2017). The first component of the authenticity criteria was ontological 
authenticity. According to Tobin et al. (2017), ontological authenticity affords that the teacher | 
researcher recognizes that a focus on specific ‘theories illuminate some things and obscures 
others' (p. 2). Therefore, it was important to be aware of a bricolage of new and existing theories 
as well as explore the multiple perspectives of all participants engaged in the research. 
Additionally, all participants had the opportunity to learn from different perspectives, identify 
shifts in their practices based on their social interactions and vary their expectations of what 
could happen (Tobin et al., 2017). Educative authenticity connects to ontological authenticity 
because the teacher | researcher provided a space in which all participants were encouraged to 
learn about others’ perspectives, question and expand their ideas based on the perspectives being 
shared.  
Catalytic and tactical authenticity expand the focus of the research from participants 
engaged in the study to others who may also benefit from the research. Catalytic authenticity 
addresses how the research conducted in one space promotes change in other spaces. Catalytic 
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authenticity shifts the research from a focus on the individual research agenda to a more 
collective idea of how this research will provide opportunities for others who are not engaged in 
the research. For example, the research conducted during the 2012 semester at Brooklyn College 
by Tobin, Alexakos and other research colleagues served as a foundation for my research. Multi-
method, multi-theoretical and multi-level research in both high school and college classrooms 
provided frameworks that encouraged me to help teachers become aware of and explore their 
emotions as they interacted within a teaching and learning environments. Within Alexakos’ and 
Tobin's frameworks, the teacher educator | researcher’s exploration of emotions reshaped 
thinking based on socially constructed events. Alexakos and Tobin used the Sheffer stroke to 
highlight the dialectical relationship between teaching and researching in the classroom. 
Catalytic authenticity encourages the teacher | researcher to reflexively think about how this 
research will benefit others and be used by others. Finally, tactical authenticity has a goal that all 
participants benefit from the research in ways that are valuable to them. 
All four criteria of authenticity were illustrated and embedded within the structure of this 
paper. Investigating current research enhances my teacher | researcher's ontology as I explored 
empathy with participants. By reading and sharing excerpts from participants' free writes and 
exploring characteristics on the heuristic, the participants and I developed a heightened 
awareness of the role of empathy in teaching and learning situations. This awareness sanctioned 
the   participants and me to decide whether changes to how they viewed and enacted empathy 
were desirable (Tobin, 2013). An analysis of participants' free writes and class discussions based 
on what was noticed as I read each free write, encouraged me to shift the focus of the course 
from only understanding how to teach math content, to integrating how the presence of empathy 
impacts teaching and learning math environments. 
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Exploring Empathy 
This section provides a narrative account of how participants and I explored empathy during the 
math pedagogy course. Additionally, a theoretical framework on empathy, exhaustion and 
teacher burnout is included to support the focus on empathy.  
Characteristics of a Responsive Math Teacher 
During Week Two of the Spring 2016 semester math pedagogy course, participants and I 
discussed and collaboratively made a list of the characteristics of a responsive math teacher 
(Figure 5.1). I introduced a KWL to record what participants knew or perceived were the 
characteristics of a responsive math teacher. We then discussed questions participants asked 
based on their experiences about the characteristics of a responsive math teacher. The main 
question that emerged was: how do we develop the responsive math teacher? After reading and 
discussing the article during class, Professional Noticing: Developing responsive mathematics 
teaching and reflecting on their experiences with math teaching and learning, participants 
highlighted that responsive math teachers are developed through constant reflection, support, 
modeling and coteaching. 
	
Figure 5.1 Characteristics of a responsive math teacher (2/8/16) 
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Our discussion about the characteristics of responsive math teaching during Week Two was 
revisited during Week Six of the course. Each week, before Week Six, participants shared stories 
and asked questions about some of the teacher behaviors they observed as they conducted field 
work in early childhood classrooms. They shared that some of the teachers they were observing 
would yell or become frustrated with students when they did not answer a math question 
correctly. As participants and I further discussed what they were noticing as they conducted field 
observations, many of participants explained that they believed teachers should empathize with 
their students. More specifically, participants shared that teachers should develop an 
understanding of the emotions students are experiencing as they learn mathematics and find 
ways to support students’ emotional and cognitive needs. Therefore, I decided to introduce 
teachers to a responsive math teaching heuristic (Appendix 2). 
The responsive math teaching heuristic was designed during the Spring 2015 semester 
with another group of participants who were preservice teachers (Appendix 1). I revised the 
heuristic based on the characteristics of a responsive math teacher that participants shared during 
Week Two of the course. 
A Focus on Empathy 
As I introduced the heuristic, participants were encouraged to read the characteristics listed under 
empathy and discuss any characteristics that were salient to their experiences. This practice 
aligned to the tactical authenticity criteria because I wanted to promote that all participants 
would benefit from the research in ways that were valuable to them. The four characteristics 
included  
1. I show empathy to others who may be struggling with a math concept. 
2. I am aware of the mood shared by others as they are learning math. 
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3. I am kind to myself when I feel unsuccessful in explaining a math concept. 
4. I am kind to others when they feel they are unsuccessful in learning a math topic. 
Each characteristic highlighted empathy and the action of empathy as a best practice. 
Characteristics 1, 2 and 4 referred to empathy as responding to the emotional and cognitive needs 
of the other. The third characteristic referred to showing empathy and being kind to the self. The 
third characteristic was included because there was a dialectical relationship between the self and 
other.  
Richard Davidson (2012) connects empathy to the self-awareness dimension. He explains 
that self-awareness plays a crucial role in empathy by allowing individuals to understand their 
emotional state in response to other structures that influence the emotional responses between the 
self and the other. If a person can identify the source and arousal of their own emotions, then 
they are more likely to understand the relational emotions that are experienced between the self 
and the other. Moreover, Davidson highlights that a person who has an overly heightened sense 
of self-awareness can experience emotional and physical burnout because s/he will feel a surge 
of a stress hormone as well as elevated heart rate and blood pressure (p. 55). 
After introducing the responsive math teaching heuristic to participants during Week Six 
of the course and analyzing their responses, I realized that as participants read each 
characteristic, most circled strongly agree. Although many participants believed teachers should 
empathize with their students, I wanted them to critically explore what happens when their actual 
emotions conflicted with the expected performative emotions of empathy, kindness and caring. 
Additionally, I wanted participants to explore the complexities of the underlying emotions that 
hindered them from engaging in actions that were or were not empathic to themselves or others. 
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Accordingly, participants' responses to the characteristics on the responsive math 
teaching heuristic stimulated me to incorporate weekly free writes into the course. As I 
introduced the initial free write to participants, I encouraged them to refer to heuristics that were 
salient to their experiences as they conducted observations in early childhood classrooms during 
math instruction. Successive free writes were focused on many of the underlying stressors that 
hindered participants from empathizing with others and themselves in the teaching and learning 
environment. Free writes were introduced in this sequence because I believe that as participants 
begin their teaching careers, they may experience many obstacles. In the subsection below 
empathy and teacher burnout are discussed as obstacles new teachers may experience as they 
begin teaching. 
Empathy exhaustion and teacher burnout. Anxiety and lack of empathy may develop 
when beginning teachers experience emotions that negate the socially constructed rules 
associated with their roles as a teacher. Arlie Hoschild (1983) argues that displaying emotions to 
suit the purposes of others and working in conditions that make it impossible for teachers to 
perform well can lead to teacher burnout. Monika Wrobel (2013) identified unsatisfactory 
physical characteristics of the work environment and strained work relationships between 
colleagues, students and teachers cause emotional exhaustion in teaching and learning. Christina 
Maslach, Wilmar Schaufeli, and Michael Leiter (2001) suggest that the emotional demands of 
teaching can exhaust a teacher's capacity to be responsive to the needs of their students. In many 
cases, teachers might emotionally distance themselves from their students, become indifferent to 
the needs of the students or leave the profession altogether. 
Andy Hargreaves (2005) connects emotional labor to empathy. He writes that the concept 
of emotional labor takes empathy beyond being a personal choice or moral imperative to an act 
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of work that can be supported. It can be made difficult or turned against the person exercising it 
through stress and extreme self-sacrifice, depending on the context in which the work is 
performed (Hargreaves, 2005).  
Similarly, Nel Noddings (2015) also addresses the idea of helplessness and empathic 
exhaustion. More specifically Noddings suggests that there are times when a teacher may 
understand and experience what the student is experiencing but cannot do anything to help the 
other without becoming emotionally exhausted. In Noddings’ book, she proposes that there must 
be a change in the structure of schooling and curriculum so that caring relationships can develop. 
The discussion on empathy constraints, empathy fatigue and teacher burnout premises is the 
focus of this paper.  
Even though empathy is a valuable disposition for teachers to have, action and support 
are needed to address obstacles that are embedded into the teaching and learning environment. 
Time and spaces for teachers to reflect on their emotions and learn to let go of unwanted 
emotions are also needed. In summarizing researchers' works on empathy exhaustion and teacher 
burnout, I conclude with the following idea. If preservice teachers are not encouraged to engage 
in the struggle to discern and express the ways that the machinations of power reverberate 
through all pedagogical acts (Ali-Khan, 2014), then how will they make sense of the emotions 
that emerge as they engage in teaching and learning environments? Engaging participants in 
weekly free writes and analyzing their responses, promoted participants and me to critically 
explore our emotional experiences within a social, political and cultural context. We also were 





Analyzing Free Writes 
	
In this section, I discussed how each free write was introduced and analyzed. I included excerpts 
from selected participants’ free writes and used a bricolage of theoretical frameworks to make 
meaning of what was written. Each weekly free write prompt was developed on an idea that 
illuminated from participants’ free writes during previous weeks. Below is a table that outlines 
the flow of each weekly free write (Figure 5.2). 
	
Figure 5.2 Outline of weekly free write analysis 
Week Seven: Reflecting on Empathy Characteristics 
During Week Seven of the course, I began each class by posting the following free writing 
prompt for participants to respond to. “As you observed math lessons this week, were there any 
empathy characteristics that were salient to you? Explain why this characteristic was salient. 
Give details on your thoughts as you reflect on the characteristic.” As I read the responses of 
participants’ free writes, two responses stood out to me because of the difference in perspectives 














Cindy. Cindy is a second-grade paraprofessional. She learned math in China and 
explained that her teachers did not integrate math concepts into real life experiences. She was not 
familiar with the use of math tools or manipulatives. She learned math concepts through 
memorizing formulas and facts. Based on her math experiences she wrote the following goal in 
her math pedagogy reflection during the first week of school. 
Cindy: I want to build trusting relationships with children through meeting their needs. I 
want to integrate math with fun activities. I want to shift away from worksheets. I want to 
teach math in a fun way. I will explain many times to students to get them to understand. I 
like to engage in math discussions and games. 
I included the above description of Cindy to provide insight into the following excerpt from her 
free write. This free write was written in response to the prompt posted during Week Seven. 
Cindy choose the Characteristic #1 under empathy to reflect on, “I show empathy to others who 
may be struggling with a math concept.” 
Cindy: Empathy is important in teaching any subject. In my field site, students prefer to 
come to me and ask me questions because they do not feel comfortable approaching the 
classroom teacher. The classroom teacher thinks that students need to understand the 
direction when she gives instructions once. She will get mad if students do not know what 
to do. 
From Cindy’s perspective, it was important to support students when they needed help. She 
believed that providing students with support led to an emotional understanding between 
teachers and students in which they felt comfortable in asking questions as they learned the 
content. On the contrary, Cindy described the lead teacher’s classroom behaviors and emotional 
responses as ones that were not empathetic to students’ emotional and cognitive needs. Cindy’s 
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description of the lead teacher’s behaviors and emotional responses encouraged the further 
investigation of empathy constraints.  
Empathy Constraints 
What happens when expectations are not met? What organizational structures are embedded into 
teacher expectations? How do teachers respond when expectations are not met? Kenneth Tobin 
and Reynaldo Llena (2012) argue that structures created within and surrounding schools may 
develop many contradictory feelings that can lead to emotional responses for teachers that are 
not conducive to teaching and learning. Many teachers may “set aside their values and priorities 
to conform with other mandates and expectations” (Tobin & Llena, 2012, p. 148). Similar to 
Tobin and Llena's argument, Bridget Cooper (2004) suggests that constraints on a teacher's 
ability to empathize with students are created to a large extent by economic and competitive 
considerations. Cooper lists key factors as class size, time, curriculum, policy and management. 
More specifically, the teachers interviewed in Cooper's study shared that pressures for 
achievement within the system led teachers to not empathize and exclude students who were not 
performing on academic levels. Another pressure that teachers highlighted was the rigidity of the 
curriculum, time restrictions and large class sizes. The teachers in the study shared that these 
pressures led teachers to focus more on content, rather than developing emotional relationships 
with many students. 
Cooper’s ideas on empathy constraints, inspired the selection of Anna’s free write to 
Week Seven’s free write prompt. Anna works as a tutor and day care assistant. She also 
participates in the Brooklyn College READ program, where she visits schools and reads to 
young students. Her goals for our math pedagogy course were to learn how to plan engaging 
lessons that were differentiated in ways to promote children’s understanding. During the first 
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week of the course, she shared the following as part of her math pedagogical beliefs and 
experiences.  
Anna: Math can be difficult. I have to put in extra effort to be good at math. Children view 
math in a negative light due to how parents and educators view the subject. Math is not 
something they encounter in their everyday lives. Children may get nervous when given a 
math task, which increases their chances of doing poorly. It is easy for children to become 
discouraged from certain subjects. Educators need to be clever and plan out math lessons 
in disguise. Math needs to be related to children's lives. 
 I provided this description of Anna to preface her free write response to the Week Seven 
prompt. As Anna responded to Week Seven, she reflected on two of the characteristics under 
empathy. Anna's response to Characteristic #1, "I show empathy to others who may be struggling 
with a math concept" was: “Showing empathy as someone is struggling with a concept is 
automatic. But as a teacher, it is very easy to get down on yourself when you have no luck 
explaining a math concept and in turn, get frustrated at the children when they do not understand 
the methods through which math is explained.” 
Anna’s response to Characteristic #2, “I am aware of the mood shared by others as they 
are learning math” was “Identifying body language and being aware of students’ needs, every 
teacher knows that they are keys to effective teaching. But in a classroom of thirty children that 
poses a problem.” Anna concluded her free write response by writing, “As much as young 
teachers understand the importance of responsive teaching in math, it seems difficult to apply 
them at the beginning of a career when there are so many other things that teachers have to worry 
about planning, testing, evaluations and overall learning how to handle the new atmosphere.” 
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As I analyzed Anna’s free write response, I noticed that she defines empathy as natural to 
the embodiment of teaching, “showing empathy as someone is struggling with a concept is 
automatic.” However, she began to critically think about the obstacles that occurred in teaching 
and learning environments and how these obstacles impacted the way teachers empathized with 
others. In her last statement, she separated new teachers from more experienced teachers. She 
associated a different emotional response to a new teacher because even though she believes 
empathy and other responsive teaching characteristics are natural characteristics of all teachers, 
"It is difficult to apply them at the beginning of a career when there are so many things teachers 
have to worry about." 
Anna's and Cindy's responses to the Week Seven free write both focused on empathy in 
similar and different ways. Similarly, both free writes highlight empathy as something teachers 
should have. However, Anna's free write response critically alluded to empathy constraints that 
are highlighted in Cooper's (2004) study. More specifically, she began to reflect on constraints in 
teaching and learning that might lead to conflict between how she wanted to respond to others 
emotionally and the emotions that were being experienced within the social context. 
Another similarity, I noticed between Cindy's and Anna's free writes is the lack of 
discussing strategies for showing empathy to themselves. In Cindy's free write she discussed 
how empathizing with students encouraged them to feel comfortable with asking questions when 
they struggle. There was no reference in showing empathy to the self in Cindy's free write. She 
focused on supporting students. Anna's free write response suggested the importance of being 
responsive to students' needs and shifts towards the difficulties teachers may experience in doing 
so. However, there were no suggestions of possible strategies that could be used in showing 
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empathy to themselves, especially when their emotional experiences did not align with societal 
expectations or feeling rules. 
Mindfulness 
So how is empathy experienced when expectations or feeling rules do not align with the teacher's 
practices or expectations? More specifically, how can a teacher become more aware of their 
emotional responses as they express empathy to their students and ameliorate unwanted emotions 
that might negatively impact the teaching and learning environment and the teacher's overall 
wellness? Noddings (2012) describes empathy as a dialectical relationship between experiencing 
and understanding. Empathy is triggered when a teacher listens attentively to the body language 
and speech of the self and the other. Simultaneously, empathy is triggered as an immediate 
reaction to experiencing what the self and other is going through.  
Noddings’ description connects to mindfulness practices because teachers are encouraged 
to pay attention to the present experience without getting stuck on one particular experience. 
This present moment awareness is followed by a non-judgmental acceptance of a teacher’s 
thoughts, experiences and perceptions. Shifting into a mindfulness mindset can translate into 
increased levels of caring for the natural world (Powietrzynska & Tobin, 2015). Therefore, 
empathy can be defined as an emotional understanding and pursuit to ensure that all beings are 
successful in overcoming obstacles that hinder the amelioration of unwanted emotions.  
The term ‘all’, in the definition of empathy, includes both the self and other. I argue that 
teachers who empathize with their students should simultaneously be aware of how their 
emotions are developing and changing in response to the other. Therefore, during Week Eight of 
the course, I posted a free write prompt that focused on how teachers' express empathy toward 
themselves when stressors are present. Goffman (1978) suggests that the self is constantly being 
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created and shifted during interactions with the social world. He discusses how individuals 
navigate and manage their emotional responses as they interact with others to achieve a desired 
response in the self and others. In connection to empathy, Goffman's ideas highlight and 
interactional approach in which the focus is on how participants' emotional experiences are 
impacted as they empathize with the other and how participants navigate their emotional 
experiences in ways that do not afford empathy exhaustion or teacher burnout. 
Week Eight: Showing Empathy to the Self 
During Week Eight of the course, I asked participants to respond to the following free write 
prompt that was posted at the beginning of class. “As I (teacher-educator | researcher) read your 
free writes from last week, I noticed that none of you focused on how you showed empathy to 
yourself. As you free write think about how you show empathy to yourself? Do you think you 
can show empathy to others without showing empathy to yourself? Explain why or why not.”  
  The introduction of Week Eight’s free write prompt was based on Anna’s and Cindy’s 
responses to Week Seven’s free write prompt. Empathy and kindness were focused on the other 
in each free write. I also noticed that none of the other participants focused on the third 
characteristic on the responsive math teaching heuristic, "I am kind to myself when I feel 
unsuccessful in explaining a math concept.”  
With Week Eight’s free write prompt, I wanted to encourage participants to become 
aware of their emotions when they were faced with lived experiences that challenged the 
presence of positive emotions. Furthermore, I wanted participants to identify strategies they used 
to show empathy to themselves as they became aware of their emotions. Table 1 summarizes the 
responses of six participants. Participants' responses were summarized into three columns. The 
first and second columns were summarized from participants' free write responses. The first 
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column was based on the emotions participants identified as they responded to Week Seven's 
prompt. Column Two highlights the strategies they used in their everyday experiences to 
ameliorate unwanted emotions when stressors arose. In the third column, I reworded the 
strategies participants suggested for ameliorating unwanted emotions in the form of 
characteristics. These characteristics were shared with others during the week’s subsequent class 
discussions to provide participants with additional strategies for expressing empathy to the self. 
Table 5.1 Expressing Empathy to Self 
Emotions participants 
identified in Week Eight’s 
free write 
Strategies participants 
identified to ameliorate 
emotions 
Characteristics for showing 
empathy to the self 
   
Yvonne: I give out negative 
feelings to others because I 
complain about how I have 
difficulty dealing … 
I am aware of my mood when 
I talk to people. I take time to 
cry on my own instead of 
talking to people when I am 
facing things.  
When interacting in teaching 
and learning situations, I am 
aware of the mood I am 
transmitting and how it 
affects others. 
   
Amber: I become 
overwhelmed with negative 
emotions and shut down 
I try to complete the task by 
starting over and finding 
techniques to complete it in a 
different way. 
 
I tell myself I will do better 
next time. 
 
… stopping and telling 
myself that I am capable of 
completing a task. (self-talk 
and empathy) 
 
It comes down to having a 
positive attitude.  
 
When I try to complete a task, 
I use self-talk to try to 
motivate me to keep going. 
   
Denise: I feel extremely upset 
with myself for not 
understanding the concept  
Although I seek the help of 
the others, I feel like if I ask 
too much I might look like 
the lazy student who just 
wants the answer.  
When I struggle, I ask a 
friend for help.  
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Jessy R.: When it comes to 
the point when I don’t 
understand something, I’m 
usually eager to give up.  
I take a five-minute break and 
do something that relaxes me 
and then jump back in to 
what I was struggling … 
When I struggle, I take five 
minutes to do something 
relaxing.  
Emotions participants 
identified in Week Eight 
free write 
Strategies participants 
identified to ameliorate 
emotions 
Characteristics for showing 
empathy to the self 
   
Sarah: There are many times 
that I doubt myself. 
 
I start thinking to myself 
about my past and all my 
successful experiences… 
When I struggle, I stop to 
learn from the other or the 
situation. I show empathy to 
myself by spending time with 
close families and friends.  
 
When I struggle, I reflect on 
what I have accomplished so 
far.  
 
When I struggle, I talk to 
myself and remember that 
there is so much room to 
grow and always something 
to learn.  
 
Giovanni Frazzetto (2014) writes an individual can learn to avoid being ripped up by unwanted 
emotions through consciously turning away from negative thoughts and engaging in pleasurable 
activities. Therefore, emotion work is used as a framework to discuss the importance of the 
process teachers use to become aware of their emotions and the actions that they take to 
ameliorate unwanted emotions. Participants listed engaging in pleasurable activities, such as 
hanging out with friends, exercising and going to the spa when they became overwhelmed. 
However, this is learned behavior. Teachers must first acknowledge the unwanted emotions they 
are experiencing, and realize that is okay to take time to empathize with themselves. 
Emotion Work 
Dieter Zapf (2002) defines emotion work as the regulation of emotions in efforts of displaying 
organizationally desired emotions. Emotion work consists of behavioral and cognitive strategies 
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that reduce the degree of discrepancies between actual emotional experiences and feeling rules 
(Turner & Stets, 2006). Consequently, there may be instances where a teacher's expectations are 
not met and showing empathy to the self or other negates the emotions that the teacher is 
experiencing. Emotion work was employed in making meaning of the six participants’ free 
writes during Week Seven. A conscious effort in recognizing, shifting from getting stuck on 
unwanted emotions and ameliorating unwanted emotions for both the self and other promoted 
supportive and productive teaching and learning environments. 
Breathing 
Tobin and Ritchie's (2012) work on emotions and physiological change connect the arousal of 
emotions to breathing patterns. This is important in emotion work because there are connections 
between the mind, body and action. For example, in a study with Vicky (a high school science 
teacher), it was noticed that happiness/ joy was produced when participants used slow, deep 
regular breathing through the nose. Similarly, anger was ignited as fast deep, irregular, nasal 
breathing was happening. 
In Tobin and Ritchie's (2012) study, teachers were given oximeters to notice their 
changes in breathing patterns. Even though oximeters were not used in this research to measure 
the physiological changes in participants' emotions, the introduction to heuristics provided 
support to participants as they began to become aware of and explored constructs of empathy 
that many times were overlooked. For example, Homawattie writes, "I show empathy to myself 
by taking a deep breath when the students I tutor don't understand what I am teaching them 
sometimes."  Likewise, Jessy writes, "I take a five-minute break and do something that relaxes 
me and then jump back into what I was struggling with." 
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Self-talk 
Another strategy that was highlighted in participants' responses to Week Eight’s free write was 
the use of self-talk. In connection with emotion work, self-talk is a way of describing what a 
teacher says to herself as she confronts obstacles, makes decisions and resolves problems 
(Chauhan & Rai, 2014). Amber exemplified the use of self-talk in her response to Week Eight’s 
free write prompt. More specifically, she identified self-talk as a strategy she used to express 
empathy to herself when she became overwhelmed. 
Amber: When struggling with something, my first reaction is usually negative. I become 
overwhelmed with negative emotions and shut down… I literally tell myself, “You have 
to get this done, no matter how you feel.” I would like to show more empathy to myself by 
stopping and telling myself that I am capable of completing a task. I think it comes down 
to having a positive attitude.  
Another participant, Sarah, shares self-talk as a strategy she uses when she begins to doubt 
herself. 
Sarah: There are many times that I doubt myself or think twice about what I am doing and 
if I am in the right place…I start thinking to myself about my past and all my successful 
experiences, whether it be teaching, working with children, spending time with my family 
and cousins and remembering how loved I am and unique I am. I need to love myself and 
treat myself kindly. I talk to myself and remember that there is so much room to grow, 
always something to learn. 
Self-talk is also known as inner speech. Vygotsky's work on inner speech associates the use of 
self-talk to empathizing with the self and others. Vygotsky posits there are three levels of 
transformations. The first level materializes when teachers investigate the conflicts between the 
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societal and cultural expectations of emotions, emotional responses they are expected to 
experience and the actual emotions they are experiencing. The second level occurs when teachers 
begin to internalize the social and cultural emotional norms based on their investigations. The 
third level develops over time. It highlights the dialectical relationship between the self, other 
and the world. The individual changes as interactions with living and non-living others and the 
others change through interactions with the individual. Indicatively, within the third level, 
societal and cultural expectations are inhabited and continuously transformed by the teacher 
based on their social interactions with others. I connect Lev Vygotsky's (1978) three levels of 
transformation to the awareness of inner speech that leads to a deeper emotional understanding 
of self and others. 
A pivotal part of Vygotsky’s theory on inner speech is language and word sense. I believe 
that similar to language, emotions and emotional responses are a form of communication. Word 
sense is pivotal because individuals make meaning of their experiences within a context. More 
specifically, as teachers investigate their emotions and emotional responses, they realize that 
each emotion and emotional response has different meanings in different contexts. Hence, the 
reason for focusing on ameliorating unwanted emotions rather than statically labeling emotions 
as positive or negative.  
Self-talk also connects to free writing. As participants engaged in free writing they were 
expanding their inner speech because they became more conscious of their emotions and 
emotional responses toward societal expectations (Rivers, 1987). For example, while Amber 
wrote the strategy she used to show empathy to herself, her inner speech was activated as she 
chose the words to write down, construct sentences and make meaning based on her social 
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experiences. Simultaneously, as Amber wrote the strategy, she became more aware of her own 
emotions and emotional responses. 
Vygotsky's theory helps me better understand the experiences I shared as a beginning 
teacher. Through reflecting on my experiences with empathy, I am activating my inner speech as 
I read and discuss participants' free write responses. Based on my experiences, I believe that to 
develop a shared understanding of the self and other, a teacher should explore emotions and how 
these emotions are communicated. Moreover, the exploration of teacher's emotions is social and 
developed through interacting with others. Inner speech is used to navigate and make sense of 
the various emotions and emotional responses that emerge during interactions with the self and 
others. 
Self-talk and breathing exercises were highlighted as two emotion work strategies that 
participants engaged in as they showed empathy to themselves. Hoschild (1983) writes that if we 
are to investigate the ways people try to manage feelings, then the person being investigated 
must be aware of the societal expectations of the emotions that should be felt during a situation 
and the actual emotions that the person feels. In this research, the heuristics afforded participants 
to reflect on their emotions and reflect on productive ways to alleviate these emotions. The class 
discussions and free writes encouraged teachers to explore the societal expectations of having an 
empathic disposition, challenges that lead to empathy constraints and ways to not get stuck on 
the unwanted emotions. However, not all strategies were productive in becoming ameliorating 
unwanted emotions. In the next subsection, I highlight the strategies of Crying Alone. 
Crying Alone  
Yvonne was a participant in this research. Her response to Week Eight’s free write prompt was 
as follows: 
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Yvonne: Every time, I have difficulty, I am always aware of the mood when I talked to 
people. The reason is that I heard one of my friends said that I always repeat what I said 
and giving out negative feelings to others. Therefore, I rather cry during the night instead 
of talking to people when I am facing things that I am really upset with. 
  As I read Yvonne’s free write, I wondered about the following: “Who shows empathy to 
her when she is dealing with something difficult?” “Is it always okay to only care about the 
mood of others?” “How does she get over something difficult?”  
Yvonne discussed sharing the moods of others by hiding the emotions she was 
experiencing at the moment. Boler (1999) writes that “scholarly discourses tend to characterize 
emotions as located in the individual; a natural phenomenon we must learn to control, and 
private experiences that should not be expressed publicly” (p. 8). Yvonne's free write response 
coheres with Boler's ideas because she privatized her emotions and emotional responses based on 
what she believed was the societal expectation on emotional responses. 
Yvonne's interaction with others and crying alone at night related to emotion work. 
Yvonne's interaction with others highlighted the emotion-management perspective that is seen 
throughout organizations. Instead of displaying the emotions she experienced at the moment, 
Yvonne privatized her actual emotional emotions and expressed emotions that she believed 
would be beneficial to others.  
In a study by Yuu Kimura (2010), it was highlighted that in schools, teachers induced 
emotions such as enjoyment and spontaneously express it to help students concentrate on 
learning. Anger is further used as a way to connect with students and help them concentrate on 
learning. Although, before expressing anger teachers tried to express irritation in a controlled 
way to connect with students and help them concentrate on learning (Kimura, 2010). In all three 
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instances, the teacher's goal was to develop an emotional understanding of their students in 
efforts of motivating students to concentrate on learning. Kimura concludes that teachers do not 
manage their emotions or alter their values based on the school's request. Instead, they suppress, 
induce and disclose their own emotions based on their life experiences, professional autonomy, 
morals and beliefs. 
Kimura's (2010) study connects to back to the three questions I wondered about as I read 
Yvonne's free write response. I agree that the expression of emotion is aligned to teacher's 
perceptions of their life experiences, professional autonomy, morals and beliefs. However, these 
characteristics are influenced by the school, political atmosphere and relationships between the 
teacher, students and parents. Kimura did not explore the students' and teachers' responses to the 
content being taught, the school's expectations of students' success and how teachers are 
evaluated based on student success. I believe these are key factors that are experienced by 
teachers each day and effects the emotional understandings between teachers and students. 
Yvonne's free write and Kimura's study further connect to the self-regulation of emotions. 
Socially and emotionally competent teachers can regulate their emotions in healthy ways to 
facilitate positive interactions (Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). But do teachers automatically 
know how to alleviate their negative emotions in healthy ways? Yvonne felt that she could not 
share the emotions she has with others, so she cried alone at night. Is crying alone a way to 
ameliorate negative emotions, or does it suppress the feeling when in front of others? 
Turner (2009) summarizes the ideas of Arlie Hoschild (1983), Peggy Thoits (1990) and 
Morris Rosenberg (1990) as he writes, "Respective approaches all stress that individuals are 
often caught in conflict between emotional ideologies, feeling rules and display rules on the one 
side and their actual emotional experience on the other side.” (p. 27). Consequently, these 
	 152	
display rules can lead to feelings of anger and sadness because the individual has to control the 
emotions that are being felt to meet the feeling rules of others. 
Giovanni Frazzetto (2014) writes that worrying and withdrawing from life reinforces 
unwanted emotions. Instead, teachers should actively turn away from negative thoughts, engage 
in pleasurable activities and adopt constructive behaviors (Frazzetto, 2014). As participants 
shared their ideas and experiences during class discussions, Yvonne began to acknowledge that 
others struggled just like she did. She also learned about the strategies that participants used as 
an active stance in alleviating their unwanted emotions, rather than passively withdrawing from 
situations.  
Asking for Help 
Similar to Yvonne's free write response to Week Eight's prompt, Denise’s response highlights on 
how she struggled with asking others for help due to her perceived ideas on how the others might 
view her asking for too much help. Denise is studying to be an early childhood teacher. She 
currently tutors third to fifth-grade children in Spanish and English. Her goals for this math 
pedagogy course were to develop skills in becoming a more creative, fun math teacher who 
builds the confidence of her students. 
Denise: Although I seek the help of others, I feel like if I ask too much, I might look like 
the lazy student who just wants the answer. I am currently mad at myself for putting such 
a load on myself and not understanding the concepts. I recently asked my friend to help 
me, and hopefully, she does. 
As I read Denise's free write, I thought of a characteristic that participants and I discussed during 
the prior semester about asking for help. Especially for new teachers, it is difficult to ask 
someone for help when they may not know how it will be received. They may think about 
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questions such as, "Do I ask for too much help?” “Will the others help me because they pity 
me?” According to social constructivist theories, people obtain help from other people within 
their zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1978). Through social interaction with others, 
especially peers who can provide support in what is needed, people construct knowledge of the 
world and research the information they are in need of. However, asking for help differs between 
children and adults. Children tend to be more comfortable in asking for help than adults are. My 
belief is that this is due to adults' prior experiences with asking for help that is socially and 
historically constructed. Western societies tend to emphasize self-reliance and individual 
competitiveness which promotes the idea that asking for help should be avoided (Newman, 
2013). 
Avoiding Help  
While some participants did not feel comfortable asking others for help, other participants 
avoided help from others. In response to Week Eight's free write prompt, Anna wrote about how 
she avoided help from others. She explained how she felt when her cooperating teacher tried to 
provide support to her. 
Anna: When I am unsuccessful in explaining a math concept in class to a child, and the 
cooperating teacher sees me frustrated she sometimes takes me aside because she sees there 
is no positive feeling on either end.  
Here, Anna shared that the teacher provided support to her as she saw her struggle. However, 
Anna saw this as intrusive. She said, “When the teacher does this I sometimes feel annoyed at 
her even though I know to myself that it’s for the best. In this instance, the cooperating teacher 
could be perceived as showing empathy to Anna by pulling her away from the situation. Anna 
knows it's for the best, but she struggles with allowing others to help when they see her struggle. 
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 Olga was another participant in this research who also wrote about the avoidance of 
asking others for help. 
Olga: I am really bad at showing empathy to myself, I scrutinize every mistake… It’s hard 
to say if I can change now. I understand that I can show empathy to myself by asking a 
friend or a mentor to help, but that involves acknowledging the fact that you cannot do it 
yourself. 
Olga continued by writing that she was okay with getting help from mentors, but felt inferior if 
she had to ask a friend for help. In Denise's, Anna's and Olga's free writes the idea of avoiding 
help-seeking was enacted. Based on how the three participants understood and enacted their 
“appropriate roles of subordination and domination significantly through learned emotional 
expressions and silences” (Boler, 1999, p. xx), they were not showing empathy to themselves 
when obstacles arose. Consequently, the avoidance of asking for help led to getting stuck on 
unwanted emotions, more anxiety, less adaptability and stress (Newman, 1994). 
Adaptive help seeking strategies posed asking others for help as a strategy that is 
beneficial and conducive to teaching and learning (Newman, 2013). Adaptive help seekers find 
answers to questions they struggle with and develop strategies to help them overcome obstacles 
independently (Newman, 2013). Asking others for help can be a great tool in showing empathy 
to the self because teachers are using a strategy to help them ameliorate unwanted emotions and 
overcome obstacles.  
Therefore, in response to Olga’s, Denise and Anna’s free write response, I decided to 
explore some of the underlying causes that might have contributed to their uncomfortableness 
with accepting or asking for help.  
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Week Ten: When Can Empathy Lead to Pity? 
Investigating the reasons for why some participants struggled with asking others for help 
initiated my curiosity on the difference between pity, sympathy and empathy. At the beginning 
of class during Week Ten, I posted the following free write prompt for participants to respond to. 
“Empathy can be empty at the superficial level when removing emotions. When does empathy 
lead to pity rather than compassion?” 
Many times, empathy, sympathy and pity are used interchangeably. Douglas Hollan and 
Jason Throop (2008) write that the definition of empathy remains unsettled because it is often 
not clear how empathy differs from sympathy or intersubjectivity. Also, in McCallister’s and 
Irvine’s (2002) study, they acknowledged that an exploration of empathy is not one-dimensional.  
  In this section, I included excerpts from Denise's, Anna’s and Olga's Week Ten free write 
responses on the difference between empathy and pity included in this section. Denise's, Anna’s 
and Olga's free write were included in this section to investigate further why they expressed that 
they struggled with asking and accepting help from others during Week Eight's free write. Their 
responses to Week Ten's free write responses were analyzed using different theoretical 
frameworks to make meaning of the differences between empathy, pity and sympathy and to 
provide insight into their views on asking for help.  
Denise: Empathy can lead to pity when we start just feeling sorry for someone, however, 
we lack the understanding of suffering together and sharing things. By having empathy, 
we assimilate the pain they have with pain we have previously experienced. But empathy 
can lead to pity when we don't share such feelings, just the feeling of sorry when we don't 
share a context.  
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Anna: Empathy can lead to pity, rather than compassion, becoming essentially sympathy. 
Feeling empathetic towards someone requires joining them at their level and feeling 
vulnerable with them. When we do not put our feelings into it, we can easily simply feel 
bad for a person without understanding where they are coming from.  
Olga: I feel like empathy leads to pity when you don't know how to or do not want to help. 
Let's say somebody is having difficulty solving a math problem. I may feel empathetic 
since I have been in those shoes, but at the same time, I either don't know how to help or 
don't have the time to help. I may start feeling pity for the person since there is no solution 
to the problem. I feel compassion when I think we have the power to change something 
and help the person.  
In the excerpts from Denise's, Anna's and Olga's free write response, they seem to define 
empathy as an emotional understanding between the self and other that encompasses the 
experiencing of all emotions. Carolina De Souza and Mauricio Pietrocola (2016) cite the Dalai 
Lama in developing an understanding of the meaning of compassion. The Dalai Lama suggests 
that to be compassionate toward the other, an understanding that all beings have the same right to 
happiness needs to be developed. 
Having the same right to happiness is difficult to achieve in the real world since what 
might make the other happy might contradict what might make the self happy. Therefore, it is 
pivotal to participate in discussions focused on investigating what makes the self happy and how 
this happiness is constructed and navigated throughout interacting within the world. I believe 
researchers cannot focus only on the affective dimensions of teachers’ relationships with their 
students without addressing macro institutional issues such as racism, unequal school resources 
and discriminatory policies and procedures like assessing teachers and students based on test 
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scores. These macro institutional policies influence teachers' dispositions and cultural beliefs on 
the micro level and often lead to teacher burnout. For example, racism can be embedded in a 
teacher's empathic dispositions through expressing warmth toward black and brown children 
without challenging them to deconstruct ideologies and analyze the way that power works to 
perpetuate privilege (Ali-Khan, 2014). Expressing warmth to others without the understanding 
that all beings have the right to happiness can be viewed as pity. I extended this idea to explore 
the differences between empathy, sympathy and pity in the next section of this chapter. 
The Entanglement of Pity, Sympathy and Empathy 
In this section, pity and sympathy are defined and explored about empathy. I conclude with 
possible ideas for engaging in critical dialogues about empathy without perpetuating pity or 
sympathy. 
Pity. Analyzing Denise’s, Anna’s and Olga’s excerpts irradiated the idea that pity can be 
viewed within two lenses: power dynamics and lack of action. Embedded in both lenses are the 
emotional responses to the self and other. I used the works of Zembylas (2013) as a foundation 
for theorizing pity. I began theorizing with the understanding that a teacher’s identity is 
constantly changing and within this change lies power that is embedded in the dialectical 
relationship between agency | passivity. As teachers, the performative act of empathy occurs 
when we passively open ourselves up to imagine the lives of others who suffer and become 
agents by collaboratively developing resources that leads to meaningful change.  
Pity identifies the suffering of others or the self but removes the action for change. When 
pity is shown to the other or the self, there is an imbalance of power. This imbalance of power is 
socially and politically constructed and seeps into the existence of the individual. For example, a 
person might be in a bad situation and blame themselves for being in the bad situation or feel 
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guilty for wanting to change the situation. In this sense, the person feels negative emotions but 
does not deem it necessary or worthy of alleviating these emotions due to societal expectations 
and cultural norms. In the case of pitying the other, the person with more power views the other 
as a victim that is inescapable of change. If change does occur, the person with power is in 
charge of creating that change and perpetuates more power by creating that change. 
Sympathy. Pity many times can be entangled with another performative emotion, 
sympathy. Anna entangled pity and empathy as she wrote, “Empathy can lead to pity, rather than 
compassion, becoming essentially sympathy.” In Turner’s (2009) emotion review he summarizes 
Candace Clark’s (1997) analysis of sympathy as a dialectical relationship between the self and 
the other. This urged me to use Clark’s (2007) work to show how pity and sympathy are often 
entangled based on the motives of power and action. According to Clark’s work, sympathy can 
serve two purposes. It can connect people emotionally or divide them by enacting the power 
differences between people or groups of people. In American culture in general, sympathy has 
been institutionalized as the quality of a good person, whereas pity has a negative connotation. 
Both sympathy and pity are emotional responses toward suffering or vulnerabilities.  
Sympathy can be a natural emotional response. But in other cases, sympathy can be 
value-laden, in which the sympathizer believes that the other or self is worthy of receiving 
sympathy. As in pity, power relations are enacted because the sympathizer begins to think about 
who do they sympathize with. Is this person worthy of my sympathy? Am I worthy of the other's 
sympathy? Why does this person show me sympathy? Are my vulnerabilities displayed? In this 
instance, the sympathizer consciously or unconsciously highlights the others weaknesses, 
vulnerabilities, problems and lower status (Turner, 2009). In these cases, the sympathizer is 
viewed as separate from the sympathy. 
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Both sympathy and pity can lead to an absence of action based on the emotions evoked. 
Zembylas (2013) argues that both the bystander effect and boomerang effect lead to a lack of 
action due to empathy fatigue. In the bystander effect, individuals become desensitized to the 
suffering of others because it is an overwhelmingly reoccurring event. Viewing the other or self 
as always being the role of the victim perpetuates the idea that there is nothing that can be done 
to promote change. This leads to sympathizing or pitying the person because there is a 
powerlessness to help the other. In the boomerang effect, shaming others into actively promoting 
change for those viewed as victims, continues the cycle of pity and sympathy, but also leads to 
anger and lack of action because they may feel no moral obligation to helping the other. 
Critical dialogue about empathy. So, how do teacher-educators engage in a critical 
dialogue about empathy without perpetuating pity or sympathy? Zembylas (2013) suggests that 
teacher-educators discuss the politics surrounding the performative emotion of empathy and 
collaboratively work with others to challenge the structures that create suffering and 
victimization. When I first drafted this paper, I left out macro processes, such as racism, teacher 
and student assessments as I discussed empathy in teaching and learning. Kincheloe and Tobin 
(2009) write about the death of positivism, emphasizing that teacher-educators reinforce 
positivistic strategies that teachers should follow. Then as these teachers enter the classroom they 
become overwhelmed with the complexities of teaching and learning without any support in 
taking care of themselves as they interact within the micro, macro and meso educational 
institution. 
 As I collaborated with participants in critically exploring empathy, I had to develop a 
self-awareness of my assumptions about the role of empathy in teaching and learning 
environments. When I included empathy as a characteristic of responsive math teaching, what 
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did this mean to me? Did I expect that all teachers should have empathy toward their children? 
What were my struggles in teaching and learning environments and how did this affect the way I 
empathized with others? As I reflected on these questions, I reflexively opened myself to learn 
from the different perspectives of empathy as I engaged in dialogues, read and analyzed 
participants' free writes.  
A pattern that emerged from Denise's, Anna's and Olga's free write response to Week 
Ten's prompt was that empathy can lead to pity when there is a lack of understanding, shared 
experience and no possible solutions. So how do teachers create shared experiences in their 
classrooms? Zembylas (2013) discusses a teacher who encouraged children to collect small 
narratives from people in the community who lived the events. The purpose of collecting the 
narratives was for children to experience conflicting emotions that decentered them from their 
historically situated positions and imagine the perspective of another. This is similar to how we 
used free writes in our course. In both instances, the pedagogical goal was to “uncover and 
challenge the meanings and values” that the individuals constructed about their past experiences, 
themselves and the others that they interact with (Zembylas, 2013, p. 20). 
Week Fifteen: Why Take Time to Explore Empathy in a College Classroom 
At the end of the semester, I encouraged participants to revisit some of the ideas they began with 
as they explored empathy. Before completing the final exam, I asked participants to engage in a 
free write based on the following two prompts. “What are your thoughts on the role of empathy 
in teaching and learning mathematics?” “How can you use what was discussed about empathy in 
your everyday lives (teaching/ social)? “ 
I discussed Anna's Week Fifteen free write response excerpt as an example of how 
participants became more aware of their own emotions as they explored empathy throughout the 
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course. Anna's free write response portrayed a transformation in the way she views showing 
empathy to herself. Transformations are considered changes in knowledge of action (Ritchie et 
al., 2013). Transformations were not always evident within a single free write. In some cases, 
transformations take time to emerge across free writes. In Week Ten's free write, Anna identified 
the emotional struggles she experienced as the cooperating teacher pulled her away, but 
acknowledged that the lead teacher's intervention benefitted the situation as a whole. During 
Week Fifteen's free write response, Anna wrote: 
Anna: It is important to give understanding and be able to alleviate a child’s fears and 
struggles by relating to how some things don’t come easy for teachers as well. Being 
empathetic will help us be more patient and open when helping students with math. When 
I teach, I will draw on the difficulties I may have had in math and remember what would 
help and what would make things worse and try to adapt that to students. I will ask for help 
and not get down on myself when I am unable to do something because that would not be 
showing empathy to myself.  
Anna’s free write conveys transformations based on the exploration of pity and sympathy 
and the importance of expressing empathy to the self. As she enters the teaching and learning 
environment, she can think of ways to alleviate negative emotions that hinder her from engaging 
in the teaching and learning environment.  
What Was Learned Through the Exploration of Empathy 
In this final section of the paper, I will discuss what was learned as I engaged with participants in 
the exploration of empathy. I will conclude with implications for teaching and learning based on 
what was learned from this research.  
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The emotional experiences of a teacher-educator | researcher. I began this chapter 
with the emotional struggles I experienced as new teacher. Through reading and analyzing 
participants' weekly free writes and class discussions about empathy, my ideas and experiences 
about empathy changed and continue to change. Ontologically, through examining free writes, I 
had the chance to highlight the differences between how each participant defined empathy and 
my working definition. Educatively, sharing big ideas from the free writes and engaging in class 
discussions with participants about the challenges that hinder the performative act of empathy 
promotes shifts in understandings, perspectives and practices. As I report these ideas in this 
paper, readers can become aware of the experiences that participants and I encountered and 
challenge these ideas based on their experiences. Within the catalytic process of the authenticity 
criteria, participants can use what was learned to benefit their social lives as they enter their 
classrooms or engage in different teaching/ learning interactions (Tobin, 2013). 
Participants and I have benefitted from exploring empathy. Beginning with a responsive 
math teaching heuristic encouraged participants and me to become aware of the complexities of 
defining what it means to have empathy, constraints on empathy and the importance of showing 
empathy to themselves. Through the use of free writes, participants and I developed our 
understandings of what it meant to have empathy through critically challenging their views and 
emotions each week. Additionally, I learned to show empathy to myself as a reporter of the 
events that occurred. It is okay not to have all the theory fully figured out the first time when 
writing. Writing is an emergent process that takes many iterations. 
   As a teacher-educator | researcher it is my goal to encourage preservice teachers to 
develop resources that expand their success as they enter into the classroom and social life in 
general. Through valuing differences, I was able to learn from and make meaning of each 
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participant's perspectives. As I made meaning of their perspectives, I was able to shift my 
practices and introduce interventions that encouraged them to think critically about the 
performative act of empathy. 
Implications for Teaching and Learning 
This research has important implications for teaching and teacher education. As many preservice 
teachers begin to enter their classrooms they will experience many emotions in response to 
stressors in the workplace. Consequently, experiencing these emotions in response to stress 
without receiving any support can lead to high teacher attrition rates and teacher burnout (Gold 
& Roth, 2013). Therefore, it is pivotal that teacher-educators explore emotional responses, such 
as empathy, in teacher education programs. 
Collins (2004) suggests that emotions are constituents of enactment and the buildup of 
negative emotional energy seeps through multiple spaces. Collin’s idea urged me to encourage 
participants to explore empathy constraints with a focus on emotions that present themselves 
when expectations are not met. As the teacher-educator in a math pedagogy course, I encouraged 
preservice teachers to explore how they show empathy to themselves and others when events did 
not go as expected. Free writes were used as an avenue for preservice teachers to make meaning 
of and share their understandings of empathy. The use of free writes provided me with the 
opportunity to learn more about participants’ perspectives on empathy and critically think about 
how their perspectives impacted their teaching and learning in the math pedagogy course. I also 
had the opportunity to analyze participants’ free writes using a bricolage of theoretical 
frameworks, and follow-up each week with critical questions. These critical questions were 
introduced to participants as additional free write prompts, leading into further exploration of 
expressing empathy to the self and others.  
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Through our exploration, participants and I illuminated the emotional complexities that 
lie within developing a meaning of empathy. Participants and I also took time to explore some of 
the organizational constraints that contextualizes some of the emotions teachers experience in the 
teaching and learning environment. The discussion around organizational constraints led into a 
discussion about understanding the difference between the performative emotion of empathy, 
sympathy and pity. Each subsection below describes a key idea that emerged through 
participants' and my exploration of empathy. 
Exploring teacher self-empathy. Together participants and I learned that emotions such 
as empathy, have to be explored within all of the multiple emotions it undertakes. Since empathy 
encompasses so many emotions, it may be difficult to show empathy to the other or self, because 
each teacher may have different emotional responses toward constraints on the micro 
(individual), meso (classroom) and macro (school and community) levels. Additionally, empathy 
holds different meanings in different contexts and reflects the complexities of individual's lived 
experiences. Exploration of conflicts between what is expected and what is felt leads to 
transformative shifts in practice and agency of self-thoughts. Feelings and emotions are no 
longer viewed as irrational, but as part of our everyday negotiation of the lived world. These 
transformative shifts can encourage us to see where we are and where we could be. 
Encouraging participants to explore the ways they showed empathy to themselves 
promoted the reflection and sharing of practices that could help them ameliorate unwanted 
emotions that may cause harm to themselves or others. As participants began to teach and learn 
with students in their classrooms, they reflected on the strategies discussed and decided which 
ones best suit their needs and the experiences. They can also develop additional strategies as they 
explore their emotions. The point is for participants to become aware of the different emotions 
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they have, identify negative emotions and the sources of these emotions that hinder the 
dialectical relationship between teaching, learning and develop strategies for ameliorating those 
emotions. 
Exploring pity, sympathy and empathy. As participants and I explored empathy, we 
realized that to empathize with others we should understand that we are all vulnerable at times, 
to different extents. This realization can shift us from pitying or sympathizing with the other and 
toward a place where we critically listen to the other to learn more about the vulnerability. We do 
not feel what the other feels, as Noddings states, because we all respond to emotional 
experiences in different ways. However, we compassionately care that the other and self can 
alleviate negative emotions and work together in the attainment of positive emotions. 
Acknowledgement of vulnerabilities is not easy to do. I remember during a research 
squad meeting, my advisor asked me in front of others, if I felt vulnerable writing the first draft 
of this paper. At that moment, I thought to myself, "Was the paper I wrote so weak that it seemed 
flawed and unclear? I remember becoming angry because I felt he was exposing my weakness as 
a writer in front of others, which led to emotional exposure. I shared this experience with a 
colleague who shared a blog written by Tartokovsky. The author highlighted vulnerability as the 
core of meaningful human experiences. It was the risk of emotional exposure. I remember 
responding ‘no' to that question. I did not feel vulnerable writing a paper on empathy because I 
removed myself from the paper and wrote solely about how I encouraged participants to explore 
empathy.  
In my case, I was not meaningfully writing about how we explored empathy and the 
shifts in practices that were made through this exploration. I then realized that as the teacher-
educator | researcher I was a part of the exploration. I was the teacher, learner and reporter of 
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what happened and why it happened. In the third draft of this paper, I tried to include more of 
myself which in itself is a vulnerability for me. I also am developing an understanding that 
sharing vulnerabilities is a process of empathizing with yourself and the other. 
The importance of exploring empathy. My research shows that it is important to 
understand what empathy is and when it may be appropriately used. Empathy is an emotional 
understanding shared between the self and the other. As an emotional understanding, the 
meaning of empathy changes throughout different situations. Exploring and reflecting on the 
emotional experiences associated with empathy leads to a deeper understanding of the 
complexities of being a teacher in the classroom. A deeper understanding of the complexities 
leads to transformative and catalytic practices that inform a type of education that acknowledges 
the sources of the arousal of teachers' emotions. Emotions should not be viewed as an end 
product that teachers should or should not display. An understanding of why these emotions 
occur and actions to ameliorate unwanted emotions allows for a learning environment in which 
all can learn from each other. 
  In this chapter, I included multiple free write responses from participants and even 
intertwined some. I did not want to focus on one free write because I felt that each story tied into 
another whether it was through patterns or differences. I also included my transformations as I 
wrote and rewrote this paper. I want the reader to get a glimpse of the complexities that occur in 
the college classroom as we address terms such as empathy in the teaching and learning 
environment.  
Even though the semester ended, the journey is not done for participants or me. We 
continue to negotiate the role empathy plays in teaching and learning situations. This negotiation 
of empathy may occur passively through everyday interactions or as an agent for change as 
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teachers work on empathizing more with themselves and their students and teaching students the 



















CHAPTER 6  
AMELIORATING DISILLUSIONS: NAVIGATING STRESS EMOTIONS IN 
TEACHER EDUCATION 
A beginning teachers’ emotional experiences in the classroom can be negatively influenced by a 
sense of disillusionment and stress.  
Disillusionment 
A sense of disillusionment may emerge as teachers realize that the reward of personal 
satisfaction and sense of accomplishment promised by the media and many teacher education 
courses, are in conflict with the increasing workload pressures and stress they are actually 
experiencing (Alexakos, 2015). The extensive time commitment, developmentally-inappropriate 
expectations and realizations that a teacher is not in control of her own classroom and classroom 
practices, also contributes to the stress and disillusionment many new teachers experience.  
Stress and Emotions 
Every emotion exists in response to a complex combination of factors in the social and physical 
environments. The experiencing of fear, anger, guilt and anxiety can promote actionable changes 
in practices when they are identified and navigated (Frazetto, 2014). Consequently, beginning 
teachers may experience emotions such as fear, anxiety, guilt and anger without receiving any 
preparation or support with exploring and managing these emotions. Emotions such as fear, 
anxiety, guilt and anger may lead to stress as teachers become stuck on these emotions and 
struggle with ways to navigate them. Stress impacts a teacher’s mental, physical and emotional 
responses to the demands of teaching and learning (Kyriacou, 2001).  
Tobin and research colleagues’ adaptation of Stephen Porges (2011) ideas on polyvagal 
theory (PVT) suggest that the nervous system evaluates risk of social interactions by processing 
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information in the environment using the senses (Tobin, King, Henderson, Bellocchi, & Ritchie, 
2016). When an environment is perceived as physically or mentally not safe, a fight-flight mode 
can occur. Within this flight or fight mode a teacher might respond to stress emotions by either 
attacking or retreating. Both responses may not be conducive to a productive teaching and 
learning environment due to the impact they have on a teacher’s tone of voice, breathing patterns 
and facial expressions (Tobin, et. al., 2016). Therefore, a heightened awareness of how the 
experiencing of emotions can affect the physiological and mental states of all individuals in a 
teaching and learning environment and investigating strategies for not becoming stuck on 
emotions are pivotal.  
Teachers’ Stress Factors 
There are many factors attributed to teachers’ stress levels. According to the American 
Federation of Teachers (AFT) Quality of Worklife Survey (2015), 73% of teachers reported that 
they often find their work stressful.  Significant factors of workplace stress were connected to the 
overall school climate and included excessive workloads, lack of support, violence or threats 
from students, parents, colleagues or administrators, constant changes at work, role uncertainty 
and lack of control, respectively. Additionally, teacher attrition rates have been linked to the 
measuring of teacher quality based on how well students perform on high stakes standardized 
tests (Ryan, Nathaniel, Pendergast, Saeki, Segool, & Schwing, 2017). Working in such high 
stakes environments with little to no preparation or support can lead teachers to experience stress 
that stems from emotions such as fear, anxiety, guilt and anger (Roeser, 2013). More 
specifically, teachers may develop stress when they struggle with ameliorating and navigating 
the emotions they are experiencing due to workplace pressures and lack of control over their 
practices.     
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Experiencing stress emotions, as well as all other emotions, influence how teachers 
interact in teaching and learning experiences. However, there is little emphasis on the 
exploration of preservice teachers’ emotional responses in teacher education courses. Leigh 
McLean, Tashia Abry, Michelle Taylor, Manuella, Jimenez, and Kristen Granger (2017) assert 
that the mental-health of preservice teachers should be explored in efforts of helping them 
navigate and ameliorate some of the emotional struggles they may face as they enter the 
classroom. They associate a teacher’s mental health to how they coped with experiencing stress 
emotions (McLean, et al., 2017).  
During my experience as a preservice teacher, there was minimal focus on how emotions 
and emotional responses impacted the teaching and learning environment. Even when emotions 
were discussed, it was focused on how preservice teachers can express empathy and compassion 
to students without contextualizing and exploring the emotions that teachers may face in 
response to work related pressures. However, as preservice teachers become teachers in their 
own classrooms, preconceived beliefs and expectations may come into conflict with what they 
actually experience (Zembylas, 2013). These conflicts can lead to experiencing and expressing 
stress emotions that negatively impact the teaching and learning environment. Therefore, my 
research focus is on strategies for ameliorating some of the conflicts between what preservice 
teachers learn in their teacher education programs and the emotions they may experience as they 
enter the classroom. 
Using Heuristics and Free Writes to Encourage the Exploration of Various Emotions 
As a teacher-educator and beginning researcher, I believe that it is important to encourage the 
critical exploration of emotions preservice teachers may experience as they enter the classroom. 
Moreover, in the teacher education courses that I teach, I collaborate with teachers as they 
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actively develop possible strategies they can use to make meaning of, navigate and ameliorate 
emotions that may negatively impact them and their students’ physical and mental wellness. 
Additionally, I used free writes and heuristics as tools to make sense of my past and present 
emotional experiences and promote change in practice.  
Heuristics. One tool that I introduce preservice teachers to are heuristics. Heuristics are 
tools that encourage teachers to explore, focus and raise awareness of characteristics teacher | 
researchers are interested in investigating or would like students to reflect on. Heuristics also 
provide ideas on how to change when and if change is desirable (Alexakos, 2015). The 
characteristics on a heuristic encourage teachers to become aware of emotions they experience as 
they interact in teaching and learning spaces. Through this awareness, teachers are transformed 
even if they do not actively explore this awareness in the moment (Alexakos, 2015). 
Additionally, heuristics are also used as a ‘group symbol of solidarity’ that is iterated over time 
(Turner & Stets, 2006). Each time the heuristic is introduced, preservice teachers are encouraged 
to make meaning of the characteristics and challenge ideas based on their own emotional 
experiences within society.  
Free writes and class discussions. Free writes and class discussions about characteristics 
on the heuristics were also used as a tool in my research to help teachers express and make 
meaning of the many emotions they experienced as they interacted in teaching and learning 
environments. In both the Spring 2015 and Spring 2016 semesters, teachers were encouraged to 
free write about characteristics that were salient to their practices and why. After analyzing 
preservice teachers’ responses, identified patterns and/ or contradictions were highlighted as 
prompts for further class discussions and follow-up free writes during subsequent weeks in the 
courses.  
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Purpose of this Chapter 
This chapter summarizes what I have learned as I engaged in teacher research at Brooklyn 
College during the Spring 2015 and Spring 2016 semesters. I described the shifts I have made in 
my teaching and learning practices in regards to the exploration of emotional experiences. First, 
a free write was shared and analyzed to illuminate how my experiences as an elementary school 
teacher influenced my interest in exploring teacher emotions. The free write also illuminated my 
growth in exploring and making meaning of my emotions as I taught and learned with preservice 
teachers in my courses. Second, a description of my approach to critically exploring emotions 
was described to provide a context to my research. Third, an investigation into the historical 
aspects of positivism and the affects it has on the exploration of emotions in teaching and 
learning is highlighted. I also discuss how positivism is embedded in many of the standardized 
approaches that are present in teacher education programs. 
Additionally, I use authentic inquiry to frame the experience, interactions, interpretations, 
emotions, interests and curiosity of the teacher-educator | researcher and the preservice teachers 
(Alexakos, 2015). In using authentic inquiry, I explore how the historical origins of positivism 
and standardization in schools and have impacted my own emotional experiences in teaching and 
learning environments. I conclude this chapter with possible strategies for uncovering and 
ameliorating the positivistic structures that are often times embedded in the school system. 
An Emotional Journey Through Teaching and Learning 
Below is a free write that I wrote on July 17, 2017. This free write was based on my 
remembering of the emotions I experienced as a teacher in the elementary school system. I share 
this free write to preface the importance of engaging in a type of research that acknowledges the 
emotional experiences teachers may face as they teach and learn with their students and work 
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within a school system.  The emotional understandings I developed through my interactions with 
preservice teachers, advisors, research squad members and theoretical frameworks I have studied 
during my research are embedded in how I remember and make meaning of my previous 
experiences as an elementary school teacher. I highlighted the emotional responses, fear, anxiety, 
anger and guilt to emphasize how contextualizing these seemingly negative emotions led me to 
actively explore emotions with preservice teachers in my research. Concomitantly, I 
acknowledged the importance of not becoming stuck on these emotions. Becoming stuck on 
these emotions can negatively impact the physical and mental well-being of teachers, students 
and the teaching and learning environment (Tobin & Llena, 2014).  
Shequana: The last five years of my profession as a teacher, teacher-educator, doctoral 
candidate and beginning researcher has been a journey into becoming more aware of the 
emotions I experienced as I interacted with others in teaching and learning spaces. The 
term ‘journey’ is used to emphasize the progression of my emotional understanding as I 
began to acknowledge and make meaning of many emotions that I had often learned to 
suppress. 
As a teacher in the elementary school classroom, I realize that teaching and learning 
during initiatives, like the No Child Left Behind Act and the introduction of the Common 
Core Standards made me feel like I was part of a mass production. Within this mass 
production, emotions such as fear, anxiety, guilt and anger were present because I felt like 
I was not in control of my classroom practices. Instead, I was continuously reproducing 
large amounts of standardized products that were based on the interests and goals of those 
with power over the educational system. In order to deal with the emotions being 
	 174	
experienced, I often times internalized the standardized ways of knowing, leading me to 
place value on cognition and disregard my own emotions and the emotions of my students. 
Emotions were not explored in my teacher education. The emotional struggles 
that I experienced as a beginning teacher in the elementary school classroom were not 
discussed in my teacher preparation courses. During my undergraduate and graduate 
studies in childhood education, most courses were focused on helping teachers develop 
an understanding of the content and providing strategies for how to teach the content to 
young students. I had one course that acknowledged some of the political structures that 
were embedded in the New York City school system, but I do not remember discussing 
how teachers would emotionally respond to or navigate these structures.  
Student teaching was focused on planning and implementing lessons and 
managing paperwork and behaviors in the classroom. My supervising teacher’s 
responsibilities were to model and provide strategies for effective teaching and classroom 
management. Teaching strategies included preparation of instructional materials and 
development of bulletin boards, supervising students as they work independently or in 
small groups, evaluating student work and writing feedback to students on next steps, and 
reflections on how successful the teaching strategies were and what I could do to improve 
them. My field work supervisor observed lessons I planned four times for the semester. 
Components of the observation were similar to the teaching strategies that the teacher 
modeled. During my student teaching I appreciated all of the teaching and classroom 
management strategies, I developed from my student teacher. However, there were many 
internal aspects, such as stress emotions in response to implementing the learned 
strategies, that were not discussed.  As I entered my own classroom in a different 
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community from my student teacher placement, I began to struggle with stress emotions. 
Since navigating emotions in teaching and learning were not discussed as part of my 
teacher education preparation or student teacher experiences, I decided to explore my 
own strategies for navigating these emotions based on my emotional responses in my 
everyday life.  
Dealing with my fear and anxiety: Emotional detachment (flight). As a new 
untenured elementary school teacher, I experienced fear because I felt like I had no 
power or agency to focus on what I valued in my classroom practice. More specifically, 
even though my values were focused on acknowledging the different types of knowledge 
students brought to the classroom, I was fearful that if they did not do well on city- and 
statewide reading and math assessments my teacher evaluations would be negatively 
impacted.  
My fear led to anxiety based on the experiences I observed from colleagues. I 
observed many teachers with years of experience, struggling to keep up with all of the 
political changes and mandates in education. Teachers who were once my mentors were 
now being rated ineffective and their ideas devalued due to changes in citywide 
expectations. I also knew that an underlying reason for rating these experienced teachers 
ineffective was that their individual salaries would pay the salaries of two or more new 
teachers. Observing their experiences made me anxious about my future in teaching 
within a system where one year I would be meeting all expectations and my ideas were 
valued and the next year I would be seen as ineffective. Therefore, for the first few years 
of my teaching career, I attempted to remove my values from teaching in efforts 
ameliorating my fear or anxieties. I believed that if I followed what was expected without 
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challenging any of the ideas suggested by administrators or policy makers, I would 
survive teaching.  
From my experiences as a student, a focus on emotions and emotional responses 
were viewed as a disturbance in the teaching and learning environment. Students or 
teachers who struggled with managing their emotions were either removed from the 
classroom or had to seek some sort of therapy or counseling. As a beginning teacher, I 
did not want to be ostracized for not being able to manage my emotions. Therefore, I 
attempted to not acknowledge or make meaning of the emotions I was experiencing and 
became a conformist with a focus on raising assessment scores. I believed that if I could 
detach myself from making emotional connections to what was happening in my 
classroom and the school, I could avoid addressing the emotions toward inequities that 
were present. However, trying to become emotionally detached did not work. My 
emotions were bottled up inside, and many times I would experience moments of anger 
or guilt toward myself and others.  
Dealing with my guilt and anger. There were times when I experienced guilt 
because I knew a focus on test scores was not benefiting my students. Students 
demonstrated a variety of ways of knowing and making sense of the world in the 
classroom and focusing on only a specific type of test did not privilege students’ 
understandings and interests. Sometimes my kindergarten students would state: “We have 
to take another test again. I did not even get to play.” I would respond to students by 
saying “after we take this test you can play,” even though often times that was not 
true.  My second and third grade students would ask me how they could use what they 
were learning in real life and I would struggle with giving them an answer.  
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Sometimes my guilt subsided when I was busy with the everyday routines of 
teaching. But during my quiet reflections, the feeling of guilt would rush through my 
body. Experiencing guilt caused me to become angry with myself for not privileging the 
many ways that students made sense of their world and disregarding the social and 
emotional needs that were present.  
I experienced anger toward myself, administrators and the educational system as a 
whole. I experienced anger toward administrators because I believed that they were 
aware of the struggles teachers were facing in and out of the classroom, but still 
demanded more from us. Anger was experienced toward the educational system because 
I believed that just as teachers were pressured by administrators to produce more, the 
educational system also pressured administrators to get more from their teachers and 
students without addressing the challenges that were present. I experienced anger toward 
myself for not having the power and courage to explore the variety of experiences 
students were facing in and out of the classroom, such as gang violence in their 
neighborhoods, abusive homes, malnutrition and going along with ideas that I did not 
value.   
In 2012, my anger and guilt influenced thoughts of leaving the teaching 
profession. Even though I loved working with my students I felt like I was unable to 
make a change. After opening up to colleagues about the emotions I was experiencing, in 
2013 I was encouraged to transfer to another elementary school. This school was a new 
school with untenured administrators. At first, the administrators encouraged me to 
incorporate my ideas and the ideas of my kindergarten students into teaching and learning 
practices. I had time to explore the emotional responses. However, when the third 
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through fifth grade test scores came back below average at the end of the 2013-2014 
school year, the administrators became more involved with raising test scores than 
encouraging creativity. During the 2014 school year, increasing test scores became a 
focus for the entire school, grades prekindergarten through five.  
My emotional response of anger and guilt was more intense during the 2014 
school year because I had experienced having my ideas valued during the previous year. I 
experienced students entering the classroom, sharing their ideas, smiling and laughing. 
Now my values and control over my classroom practices were once again being silenced 
due to test scores that were influenced by so many external factors. As the administrators 
began to focus on test scores, each teacher was micromanaged. Each morning, all 
teachers had to display and follow a predetermined schedule with the objectives for each 
component of the day. At different times of the day, one of the administrators would 
check to see if teachers were on the task that was displayed on the schedule. This left 
little to no time for students and me to explore any emotions that emerged in the 
classroom. Having little to no time to explore emotions led to more fights between 
students in the classroom and more frustration for me as the teacher because I knew that 
if students and I explored the emotions they were experiencing beforehand, it would not 
escalate to fights inside or outside of the classroom. I once again struggled with what I 
should do in response to the anger and frustration that I was experiencing in the 
classroom. 
Exploring Emotions in a Doctoral Program 
It was through my experiences as a second-year doctoral candidate in 2014 that I began 
to reevaluate how I made meaning of the emotions experienced in teaching and learning 
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spaces. More specifically, I began to realize that I could not detach myself from my 
emotional experiences, but I should not become stuck on them either. When I was first 
introduced to a mindfulness heuristic, I started to reflect on what was happening in my 
classroom and why in a whole new way. The use of heuristics provided a framework for 
me to investigate the underlying causes of the emotions I was experiencing and I 
developed strategies for making changes in my practices based on the emotions I was 
experiencing. In 2012, when I reflected on my emotions, I viewed emotional responses 
such as anger, guilt, and fear as negative emotions that should be avoided and struggled 
with navigating these emotions when they emerged. However, as I began my work with 
heuristics in 2014, I started to develop a different understanding of the underlying causes 
of my emotional experiences and realized that experiencing these emotions can lead to 
active changes that promote the mental and physical wellness of myself and others. 
Using What I Learned in the Classroom 
Based on my experiences with using heuristics, I was better prepared to navigate the 
anger, guilt and frustration I experienced in the kindergarten classroom during the 2014 
school year. I focused on exploring how my emotions influenced the emotions of my 
students and vice versa. I decided to take time throughout each day to actively explore 
emotions and emotional responses of my students and me. As children entered the 
classroom, I incorporated discussing our emotions as a part of the morning routine. To 
promote my own emotional wellness, I investigated the underlying causes of the stress 
emotions I was experiencing. I realized that not being encouraged to incorporate my ideas 
and the excessive testing of kindergarten students really impacted my emotional 
experiences as I interact with others in the classroom and school.  I then thought of 
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strategies that would help me ameliorate some of the stress emotions I experienced 
during the morning session of the day. One strategy included meeting with colleagues/ 
friends during lunch, rather than remaining in the classroom to grade papers or display 
bulletin boards.  Another strategy I used was walking at least two laps around the nearby 
park while listening to my favorite type of music. Sharing stories, laughing with friends, 
and walking helped to ameliorate some of the emotions I experienced and rejuvenated me 
as I entered the classroom for the afternoon session of the day.  
Since I noticed the emotions of my students changed from before to after lunch, 
during the afternoon session of the day I decided to take ten to fifteen minutes each day 
to turn off the classroom lights and invite students to sit with me or a friend and discuss 
the emotions they were experiencing and why, read a book, draw a picture or relax their 
bodies and listen to music. Engaging in the exploration of emotion during these 
components of the day, influenced how students and I responded to each other and 
ourselves. We began to become aware of the emotions of the other and often time 
changed our actions to benefit the overall mood of the class. Teaching the content also 
became less frustrating because students and I had an emotional understanding and 
shared our ideas throughout the learning process.      
In 2014, I shifted careers from a classroom teacher to instructional coach. I chose 
to shift careers because I wanted the opportunity to share my experiences with other 
teachers who may be struggling with navigating their experiences as they interacted in 
the classroom. Teaching, learning, emotions and cognition are four interrelated constructs 
that cannot be separated. My emotional journey had become an intentional lifestyle of 
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acknowledging and exploring different aspect of emotions as I formulated relationships 
within myself, with others and within the world. (S.W., July 17, 2017) 
Critically Exploring Stress Emotions Illuminated in My Free Writes 
Guiding my research is the belief in the importance of contextualizing emotions in preservice 
teacher education courses. Contextualizing emotions support how teachers navigate the many 
emotions they may experience as they enter the classroom. Making meaning of the emotions I 
experienced as an elementary school teacher, helped me to realize that when stress emotions 
such as fear, anger, guilt and anxiety are explored and contextualized, they can promote 
actionable changes in practice.  Experiencing fear, anxiety, guilt and anger can be helpful 
because it sharpens a teacher’s senses and prepares the body and mind for navigating potential 
life threatening situations (Frazzetto, 2014). Heightened senses can lead teachers to become more 
aware of structures that might be negatively impacting the teaching and learning 
environment.  However, without support and encouragement in exploring these emotions, 
teachers may become stuck and not understand how they can use these experiences to promote 
changes in practice (Powietrzyńska, & Gangji, 2016).  
Although stress emotions can promote actionable changes, remaining stuck on these 
emotions can be damaging to a teacher’s mental and physical well-being. Experiencing stress 
emotions increases the heart rate and decreases oxygen levels, leading to physiological responses 
that may negatively impact the teaching and learning environment (Tobin, King, Henderson, 
Bellochi, & Ritchie, 2017).   
From a neurological lens, Richard Davidson (2012) suggest that it is more difficult to 
access parts of the brain that promotes clear communication when stress is overwhelming the 
mind and the body.  Tobin and his collaborators in NYC and Australia, have also engaged in 
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many studies that emphasize how a teacher’s emotions can affect their tone of voice, body 
language, heart rate, facial expressions and overall emotional climate of a teaching and learning 
space. For example, as Tobin et al. (2013) collaboratively reported what they learned from 
studies with a high school teacher named Vicki, it was shown that a teacher’s pulse rate is an 
indicator of changes in the power of the voice.  When teachers resort to using a high pitch tone of 
voice (shouting) as a means of communicating with students in the classroom, productive 
teaching and learning experiences cannot continue. The tone of voice also connects to the 
orientation of the head and the body. In the study with Vicki the orientation of her head and body 
were resonant structures for creating stress emotions, such as frustration.  
In another study with Reynaldo Llena, Tobin (2014) reported emotional stress can 
weaken the immune system and lead to long term health effects. In each study teachers navigated 
their stress emotions by resisting to collaboratively work with their students. Instead they 
resorted to controlling the lesson and feeding their students information. Increased disparities 
between teacher and students may lead to intense emotions lasting for long periods of times. 
Kenneth Tobin, Stephen Ritchie, Jennifer Oakley, Victoria Mergard and Peter Hudson (2013) 
quote Jay Lemke (1990) in highlighting Reynaldo and Vicki’s interactions as initiate-respond-
evaluate patterns of teaching that is similar to what is seen in teacher education programs today. 
In these instances, a teacher asks a question, a student answers the question and the teacher 
evaluates the answer to the question. Consequently, when teachers enter their own classrooms 
the emphasis on maintaining control over students is enacted as they work in a system of 
accountability models and assessment (Tobin et al, 2013). In many teacher education programs, 
the importance of teachers establishing and maintaining control over their students’ cognitive 
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and emotional abilities is constantly emphasized, without discussing the health affects that 
follow.  
As a teacher-educator and mentor, I push for contextualizing and critically exploring the 
underlying causes of why a teacher might be experiencing stress emotions and develop possible 
strategies for supporting teachers as they actively enact changes in practices if necessary. 
Emotion rules: Decontextualizing emotions in preservice teacher education 
When isolated from a context, stress emotions are often viewed and standardized from a negative 
perspective based on emotion rules. Teachers can experience stress emotions on a daily basis and 
manage these emotions based on the emotion rules aligned with the teaching profession 
(Hoschild, 1979). Emotions rules are based on how teachers should react to the other, without 
acknowledging the interrelationship between the self and the other in an interaction (Zembylas, 
2002). In many helping professions such as teaching, employees may present themselves in 
strategic ways to express the emotions that are dictated by emotion rules (Turner & Stets, 
2006a). In Arlie Hoschild’s (2003) book, The Managed Heart, she describes how flight 
attendants were trained on how to emotionally respond to passengers. Yet there was disconnect 
when flight attendants worked in the field. They were exposed to strategies for expressing 
emotions such as empathy to others, without a focus on how the other’s emotions affects their 
own emotion. This is similar to the disillusionment between the emotions and emotion rules that 
many preservice teachers experience. Teachers discuss strategies for compassionate and 
responsive to the needs of their students without contextualizing their own emotional experiences 
in the classroom based on the workload pressures that are existent.  
 Jonathon Turner and Jan Stets (2006a) include Susan Shott’s (1979) theory to further 
discuss the emotions experienced when a teacher’s identity does not align with emotion rules. 
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Shott’s theory closely aligns to the emotional experiences I highlighted in my free write. 
According to Shott’s theory, the arousal of guilt, shame and embarrassment signals a teacher that 
she has deviated from the norm and that she must correct her behavior. The arousal of guilt, 
shame, etc. is due to social norms that create pressures to establish the appropriateness of an 
emotion in a particular situation. Shott defines culture as a stagnant force that controls the 
expression of emotions. However, I believe that cultural practices do not have a uniform 
meaning across time or people (Sewell, 2005). Tobin (2009) explains that even though there may 
be shared understandings of symbols within a culture, meanings themselves are ever changing 
across and within participants. Therefore, teachers have the power to ameliorate unwanted 
emotions or transform their emotional responses to stressors. However, teachers have to become 
aware of their emotions and recognize the affects it has on their health and emotional well-
being.   In the next section, I discuss the constant flux of teacher’s identity in relation to power, 
agency and passivity. 
Emotional labor and teacher burnout 
The dichotomy between emotion rules and actually lived experiences can be connected to 
emotional labor and teacher burnout (Hoschild, 1979). Through the lens of Michel Foucalt 
(1982), emotional labor and teacher burnout persist when teachers struggle with understanding 
and constructing their emotional responses based on the emotion rules governed by 
society.  When a teacher has power or gains power or authority over her own emotional 
experiences in the classroom, she experiences satisfaction, confidence and authority (Kemper & 
Collins, 1990). When a teacher blames themselves for the lack or loss of power and agency over 
how s/he teach, emotions such as sadness, shame, guilt and depression emerge. When a teacher 
blames administrators or policy makers for his/ her loss of power and agency over how s/he 
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teach, they become angry and shift into a mode that urges others to recognize their power 
(Kemper & Collins, 1990).  In the two latter instances, teachers may become stuck on emotions 
that negatively affect their own emotional health and well-being as well as the health and well-
being of their students.   
As I reflected on my free write, I realized that I experienced emotional labor. I tried to 
enact the strategies that I learned in the teacher education program without contextualizing the 
emotional experiences that I was facing due to the conflict between what was learned and what 
was being experienced. Decontextualizing the emotions teachers may experience in the 
classroom can lead to emotional labor. For example, without trying to understand the underlying 
causes of their emotions, a teacher might try to manage or hide emotions of anger, anxiety and 
vulnerability and express empathy, calmness and kindness due to the emotional rules. If a teacher 
experiences and expresses anger or frustration, s/he may become stuck on feeling guilty for 
expressing these emotions. Consequently, many teachers are not provided with strategies or time 
to reflect on and explore the causes behind stress emotions. Teachers are told how they should 
act without contextualizing and investigating the individual, school and societal based structures 
that influence the teaching and learning environment.    
Theorizing the underlying causes of stress emotions expressed in my free write 
In my free write I highlight stress emotions such as anger, fear, guilt and anxiety. I attribute 
experiencing these emotions to conflicts between my values and what was expected of me as a 
teacher.  I also attribute these emotions to experiencing a lack of power and agency in my own 
practice. Michalinos Zembylas (2003) suggests that teachers’ identities are constantly changing 
in a context embedded in power relations, ideology and culture. As Zembylas theorizes the 
constant flux in teacher identities, he acknowledges that the construction of teacher identity is 
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influenced by emotions and is dependent on power and agency. Agency and power are 
embedded in teaching and learning practices. Questions of what is knowledge and whose 
knowledge is valued emerges as teachers become aware that the standardized way of knowing 
may not work for them or their students. Therefore, I believe it is important to discuss how 
power and agency in the classroom influences the emotions preservice teachers may experience 
as they enter teaching and learning spaces. I do this through exploring the values and emotional 
experiences preservice teachers have in terms of teaching and learning math, investigating the 
origins of these values and discussing how they might navigate the emotions they may 
experience when challenges to these values emerge.  
The Emotional Relationship Between Power, Agency and Passivity in Teaching and 
Learning. Zembylas (2003) defines power and agency as forming identities and providing the 
condition of its trajectory. However, I include passivity into this construction because a teacher’s 
identities are constantly interacting with their own identities and identities of others, such as 
students, colleagues, administrators, policy makers, etc. As teachers form the trajectory of their 
identities they are also ‘becoming like the other by being in with’ (Tobin & Roth, 2006). 
Similarly, to Tobin (2012), I believe that passivity is a dialectical relationship between power 
and agency, and a necessary ingredient in teaching and learning spaces.  
Agency in teaching and learning is goal oriented and intentional. Agency can unfold 
when teachers become more aware of the emotions being enacted during interactions and 
consciously make an effort to not get stuck on unwanted emotions. Agency can also unfold as 
teachers become more aware of the political and social aspects that are embedded in teaching 
and learning and how it affects their emotional responses. At the same time, even though a 
teacher may be aware of the emotions being enacted as she engages with others, she may not 
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have complete control over where the interaction may go. Tobin (2012) argues that passivity also 
affords learning even when there is no goal of learning and when they are unaware of what they 
learned. As agency and passivity are enacted ‘all participants have opportunities to create 
emotional experiences that are positively valenced, and contribute to the receptivity to learn and 
possibly expand agency as well’ (Tobin, 2012, p. 5).  
The use of heuristics with preservice teachers affords passivity and agency in the 
exploration of emotions and emotional responses. As preservice teachers and I read the 
characteristics we enact agency as we choose which are salient to our practice and make changes. 
Simultaneously, as we read through characteristics we are passively influenced by the other 
characteristics and may return to them at a later time based on connected experiences. For 
example, when I first read the mindfulness heuristic in 2014, I did not focus on the 
characteristics that had to do with breathing patterns. Monitoring breathing patterns was not 
something that I found important in teaching and learning. However, now as I interact in 
challenging situations, I have become more aware of my breathing and realize that there is a 
connection between the emotions I am experiencing, how I respond to these emotions and my 
breathing patterns.   
A Critical Approach to Exploring Teachers’ Emotions 
Throughout my current research, I collaborated with my preservice teachers at Brooklyn College 
to investigate some of the emotions that are embedded into teaching and learning spaces. During 
our exploration, preservice teachers and I focused on how our own values were entangled in the 
interactions we have with children, administrators, parents, societal and political members. We 
also explored what happens when our values and what was actually happening in the classroom 
or school do not align with the norm and how that effects our emotional wellness. In this section, 
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I explain my understandings of the role of a teacher-educator | researcher. Additionally, I 
emphasize the difference between conducting research in my classroom and engaging in teacher | 
research by sharing a brief summary of my past and present experiences.  
Teacher-educator | research 
I approached this research with preservice teachers as a teacher-educator | researcher. I used the 
Sheffer stroke (|) to highlight the dialectical relationship between a teacher and researcher 
(Tobin, 2012). As a researcher, I collaboratively attempted to make meaning of what was 
happening and why using theory grounded in practice and practice emerging from theory. I use 
the word collaboratively because as a teacher-educator meaning resides in my interactions with 
my students, research squad and the environment. The idea of teacher as researcher stems from 
Stenhouse (1981) and has emerged into a dialectical relationship between the two constructs. 
Based on my experiences, I described the role of a teacher-educator | researcher as a teacher-
educator who collaborates with students, other teachers and researchers to explore critical issues, 
such as emotions in connection to teaching and learning the content (Tobin, 2014), positivistic 
views that are embedded in teaching and learning experiences (Kincheloe & Tobin, 2009), 
gender (Corbett, 2016), race Alexakos (2015), pride (Tsetsakos, Lee, Paylor-Smith & Smith,  
2016) and power (Zembylas, 2013) that are present and impact everyday teaching and learning 
experiences. 
 My description of a teacher-educator | researcher materialized from Alexakos’ (2015) 
work on Being a Teacher | Researcher. Alexakos’ (2015) description includes the works of 
Stenhouse, Dewey and Cochran-Smith and Lytle and extends their ideas into a critical approach 
that investigates what constitutes as knowledge from a sociocultural lens. Therefore, a teacher-
educator | researcher may go beyond investigating why preservice teachers are effective in 
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teaching a content, and collaboratively explore the inequities in the educational system that 
affects the emotional experiences many teachers face. 
Engaging in teacher | research 
As I explored strategies for understanding my emotions and the emotions of my kindergarten 
students during the 2014 school year, I did not recognize this event as the beginning stages of my 
teacher | research.  However, through participating in teacher-educator | research during the 
Spring 2015 and Spring 2016 semesters at Brooklyn College, I realized that my current research 
interest was framed from my own experiences as an elementary school teacher and the 
experiences preservice teachers shared during the course. More specifically, each semester I 
noticed that teachers’ past emotional experiences with teaching and learning mathematics 
impacted the way they engaged with the content and others in the college classroom. I also 
noticed that my past experiences with exploring my emotions impacted the way I responded to 
the preservice teachers. Beginning with a research interest that emerged from my experiences as 
a teacher expanded the focus of my research and promoted inclusive and collaborative 
explorations that were salient to the experiences of participants. Additionally, as the research 
progressed, I saw the benefits of having a more expansive approach that included the experiences 
of the teacher-educator and preservice teachers and focused on critical issues that impacted the 
way they interacted in the world.   
Exploring critical issues with preservice teachers encouraged them to become more 
aware of how accountability pressures affect their ability to be creative, build relationships with 
their students and reflect on their emotions. After exploring emotions in my Spring 2015 
semester, math pedagogy course, Cassandra, a preservice teacher wrote,  
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Cassandra: We are not artificial machine based organisms, we’re individuals with 
strengths and weaknesses and I’m speaking not only for the children, this goes for 
teachers as well. I want to adopt a style of teaching that is free spirited and open minded 
because I feel education needs more of that. I feel as though, I’m learning about all these 
philosophers of education like Dewey, Piaget, Montessori, etc. and I agree with them 
about how “Education is not a preparation for life; education is life itself.” (Dewey). Yet 
there is disconnect with the ideal of education and teaching and the real-world view 
which includes standards and grades and pressures.   
Cassandra’s reflection connects to some of the struggles I experienced as a beginning teacher. 
Many of the teaching strategies and theories I learned in teacher education courses made sense in 
theory, but often times were very difficult to implement in the classroom. Stress emotions would 
then surface because I was in constant conflict with what was expected and what I learned. 
Dialectically, what I learned was also separated from my emotional responses.  
Cassandra’s reflection illuminates the importance of empowering teachers to become 
critical researchers that study, analyze and expose insidious intentions and disconnects behind 
theory and practice (Kincheloe & Tobin, 2006). Through exploring and investigating insidious 
intentions, teachers can begin to think about possible strategies for navigating the emotional 
responses to challenges they may face in the classroom. 
Exploring critical issues, such as emotions also encourages preservice teachers to become 
more aware of how their past experiences influence their interactions in teaching and learning 
spaces. During the Spring 2015 semester, Carol, a preservice teacher, wrote the following as she 
reflected on a math lesson presentation she conducted at the end of the semester.  
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Carol: Usually students will reveal their misunderstandings through their facial 
expressions. Some may have confusing looks on their face or move around in their seats. 
In my experiences, a lot of teachers did not recognize my facial expressions because I 
would nod my head and pretend that I understood the material that was taught. I was a 
passive learner and rarely voiced out when I was confused or facing an obstacle. Therefore, 
I wanted to help out those who struggled to voice out their misunderstandings. In my 
culture, encouraging and praising others are rarely seen so I did not develop a sense of 
encouraging and praising others. As I gained more experience with children, I realized that 
children need encouragement and praises as a motivation or reward from the adults. The 
power of affirmation from teachers motivate children to learn eagerly, question without a 
doubt and feel the classroom as a safe learning environment.  
Through exploring past experiences with suppressing her emotions, Carol began to 
develop agency and power in changing the emotional experiences her students would receive. 
Alexakos (2015) suggests as teacher | researchers, we not only need to explore these power 
relationships but also need to create and develop interventions for more successful, equitable and 
socially just interactions. The relationship between passivity, agency, power, teaching, learning 
and emotions interact dialectically within micro-, meso- and macro interactions that teachers are 
often times expected to manage. On the micro or classroom level, teachers and students learn 
about their own and each other’s social, emotional and cognitive strengths and areas for growth 
in order to form relationships between themselves and others that are conducive to teaching and 
learning. Administration also permeates the micro-level based on formal observations of 




On the meso-level there are many structures that intersect. For example, as teachers learn 
about children, they also have to learn about the beliefs and expectations families and guardians 
have for their children and of them as teachers. Community influences and household income of 
families that live in the neighborhood also play a role in how teachers and children interact in the 
learning environment. Carol Gestwicki (2015) highlights incidences of drug use, violence, 
unemployment, and economic hardships as some of the hardships families may experience 
within their communities. As teachers work within these communities, they must find ways to 
explore and navigate the emotions that families and students enter the classroom with.   On the 
macro level, the resources a school receives based on teacher implementation of the set 
curriculum and student achievement on standardized tests permeates the teaching and learning 
environment.  
Within all of these levels, the emphasis on understanding the negotiations of teacher self through 
an exploration of emotions can lead to transformative practices in the self-care and emotional 
well-being of teachers. However, many times teachers’ emotions are not explored due to the 
focus on producing knowledge that aligns with the norm. Therefore, emotional experiences 
become an insidious thorn that affects the teaching and learning environment, but is never 
addressed.    
Why Stress Emotions Are Not Explored in Teacher Education Courses 
As I investigate why stress emotions are not explored in teacher education courses, I refer to my 
multiple readings of an article published by Joe Kincheloe and Kenneth Tobin (2009), “The 
much exaggerated death of positivism”. I reread this article at different points throughout my 
emotional journey to really develop an understanding of how positivism insidiously influences 
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what is taught in teacher education programs. The insidious influence is clearly defined in this 
quote. “Positivism is so embedded into Western culture, academia and the world of education in 
particular that they are often invisible to researchers and those who consume their research” 
(Kincheloe & Tobin, 2009, p.514). As a teacher, doctoral candidate, and beginning researcher, I 
have been the consumer and merchandiser of positivistic structures. More specifically, 
positivistic structures have been embedded in my education from birth through adulthood.  In 
turn, I have shared these positivistic structures with the students that I interacted with in the 
classroom and the preservice teachers I had interacted with on the college level.  
In the next subsection of this paper, I interject the definition of positivism and its 
influences for two reasons. First, to highlight the root of the suppression of teachers’ emotions in 
the teaching and learning environment. Second, to highlight how engaging in this research has 
encouraged me and the preservice teachers I work with to acknowledge and explore emotions as 
an embedded part of the teaching and learning environment. 
What Is Positivism? 
Through engaging in teacher | research in which I investigate how the world influences emotions 
and emotional responses, and interactions with Tobin and Alexakos on the hazardous effects of 
positivism, I have come to understand positivism as an ontological stance that privileges a reality 
that is separate from the knower. These ideas stem from Aristotle’s conceptual framework, who 
believed that reality must be objective for it to be recognized as true. Truth was only discovered 
if it could be generalized from proven facts. Aristotle’s work highlighted patterns or regularities 
that existed for people to discover. Once a researcher was able to identify, explain and predict the 
patterns and organizational principles of reality, then they would be able to generalize it to 
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others. Auguste Comte (1880) elaborated on Aristotle’s framework of positivism by claiming 
that human thought culture developed within three stages. 
The Influence Positivism has on The Researcher 
At the lowest stage of thought, researchers believed in supernatural agencies to explain the 
realities of the world. In the middle stage, researchers begin to shift from the supernatural and 
view elements of the lived world as the causes for the patterns that occur within reality. At the 
highest stage, which was viewed as the positivistic stage, researchers discovered the actual laws 
of what is happening and why through reason and observation.  
Under Comte’s positivistic influences, a researcher is fully evolved when s/he shifts away 
from speculation to certainty and precision. In Comte’s view mathematics was the easiest to 
apply positivistic views, because there were discrete answers that did not lead to interpretation. 
Even today, a core principle embedded in the mathematics common core standards for grades 
pre-kindergarten through twelve is ‘attend to precision’. On the other hand, Comte viewed 
sociology, or the study of human interactions, as the most difficult subject to apply positivistic 
views, due to the spontaneous nature of individuals. He writes: “Such uncertainty in a subject so 
closely related to all others, produces great confusions in men’s minds and affect their 
perceptions” (Comte, 1880, p. 20). Therefore, Comte believed that through using the scientific 
method, patterns of acceptable human behavior could be observed, measured and generalized for 
all to follow, leading to a socially and morally just world. Aristotle and Comte’s work began the 
ideologies of positivism that influences the way most educational research is done today. These 
ideologies include tightly defined variables, testing hypotheses based on preconceived patterns, 
discrediting differences and assuming that research could be done separately from lived 
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experiences and values (Tobin, 2012). I specifically extend these ideologies to the way emotions 
are viewed in teaching and learning environments.   
The Appropriation of Emotions 
From birth children are taught what their culture defines as appropriate emotional responses to 
situations. Simultaneously, through interacting in teaching and learning spaces, culture produced 
permeates spaces outside of the teaching and learning space. More specifically, cultural 
processes do not possess a standardized meaning across people, spaces and time (Sewell, 2005) 
especially across diverse social, economic, gender, racial and cultural groups (Alexakos, 
2015).  However, within the cognitive view, emotional responses were defined by the intentions 
and judgment associated with them. All diversity, spontaneity and affect were removed from the 
idea of emotional responses. Emotional responses became an intellectual aspect of being, 
privileging the mind over the body. Through this intellectual aspect of being, emotional 
responses were socially constructed as acceptable and unacceptable. Acceptable and 
unacceptable emotional responses differed across cultures. However, for the purpose of this 
research I focus on Western culture, which integrates many different cultures, but privileges the 
norm. These norms turn into emotion rules that are suggested and implied in teacher education 
programs.  
Through positivism emotions could not just be labeled as good or bad without any 
rationality. Therefore, emotions were attached to morals. Turner and Stets (2006b) define moral 
emotions through a sociological lens. They begin with a definition of morality as the evaluative 
cultural code that specifies what is right or wrong, good or bad, acceptable or unacceptable. On 
the macro-level, societal values are imprinted on individuals through various forms of media and 
governing laws that are set and generalized by individuals with power. When individual 
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emotions do not align with the normed values, moral emotions such as guilt, shame and 
humiliation are infringed by others and upon the self.  
Positivistic views have been influencing what is taught in teacher education programs. 
However, in recent studies, researchers (Tobin, Powietrzynska, & Alexakos, 2015) are shedding 
light on the importance of acknowledging and exploring teachers’ emotions and other critical 
issues in preservice teacher education courses. My research extends these ideas by engaging with 
teachers as they use self-reporting methods (heuristics and free writes) that encourage them to 
critically reflect on their teaching and learning experiences.  
How Can I Transform These Positivistic Values and Share What I Have Learned With 
Others? 
Zembylas (2005) summarized the importance of encouraging teachers to reflect on the effects of 
their emotional experiences during teaching and learning, how these emotional experiences are 
historically, socially and politically constructed, and become reflexive agents of their own 
emotional responses to promote health and wellness. Emotions are central to human interactions 
and embedded into notions of power, agency and passivity. The insidious nature of positivism 
becomes dangerous as it marginalizes people who are not emotionally, socially and cognitively 
aligned to what is predefined as normal through ‘objective’ truths (norm). Therefore, it is 
important to understand the way dominant power constantly operates to shape the outcomes of 
educational research and include diverse voices that often go unnoticed (Kincheloe & Tobin, 
2006).  
Reflexivity: An Approach to Uncovering the Insidious Nature of Positivism 
As a teacher-educator | researcher, I work with preservice teachers to develop a collaborative 
understanding that the emotions we experience do not define who we are. Effective teaching and 
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learning environments include emotionally and physically healthy teachers who are aware of 
their emotions, without trying to suppress them based on societal rules. The key is to not get 
stuck on emotions that overwhelm and negatively affect a teacher’s emotional and physical well-
being.  
My approach is embedded in mindfulness practices. Malgorzata Powietrzynska (2015) 
suggests that mindfulness practices empower teachers to change their relationships between their 
reflective thoughts and actions. John Dewey (1897) describes reflective thinking as the power 
and agency to not accept things at face value. More specifically, a reflective teacher-educator | 
researcher investigates why they think the way they think and how that affects the way they 
teach from a sociocultural lens. Changing the relationships between thoughts and actions affords 
reflexivity. Through reflexivity a teacher-educator | researcher traces the history of the 
emergence of their place within a societal structure as they critically reflect on their own 
emotions, values and ideas of knowledge that are framed by the social world (Bourdieu, 1992). 
Within mindfulness practices and reflexivity, a teacher | researcher is aware of the systemic 
forces that mediate their social and cultural world and acts as agents to explore and change 
hidden forces and processes.   
Why Should Teacher-Educators Engage in Teacher | Research? 
Overall, I do not write this chapter to focus on a deficit perspective of teacher education 
programs or schools in general. As I stated earlier, I am currently a teacher-educator and 
instructional coach within this school system. I write this chapter to nuance my teaching journey 
and bring a critical lens to the importance of placing value on teachers’ stress emotions in 
teaching and learning spaces. I believe teachers need to have an understanding of the content that 
they are teaching, and pay attention to the areas of strength, areas for growth and interest of their 
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students. However, this does not summarize teaching. I believe it is as important to bring 
awareness to the emotional affects many teachers face daily that often times go undetected 
within a process of standardization and accountability.  As a teacher-educator, I attempt to 
expand the roles of preservice teachers and encourage them to participate in exploring all aspects 
of education that are inclusive of their own emotional responses to the systems embedded in 
teaching and learning spaces.  
 Challenges of engaging in teacher research. Engaging in teacher-educator | research 
can be challenging due to limited time and space for teachers to investigate what is happening in 
their own classroom. Standardized educational reforms, such as the No Child Left Behind Act, 
have compelled teachers and teacher-educators to focus most of their time on teaching math and 
reading skills in order to prepare their students for a test (Ravitch, 2016). However, preservice 
teachers are anxiously aware of the effects of these requirements before they enter the classroom, 
and are given little to no support on exploring interventions to ameliorate their anxieties. 
Yasmin, a preservice teacher writes,  
Yasmin: In my experience, educators tend to lose sight of the child as a whole person, and 
look at them as just a report card receiving student; and this is not to blame educators, but 
to assess the system. In our modern-day society, administrators and parents alike are more 
concerned with test scores and state exams, but we mustn’t forget the social, emotional, 
physical and self-help skills development that goes into becoming a successful and 
contributing individual. 
As I began my career as a teacher educator, I struggled with balancing course time between 
exploring the math content, how to teach the math content and preservice teachers’ emotional 
responses to the mandates and accountability pressures that they would experience as they taught 
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mathematics in the early childhood classroom. However, reflecting back on my own struggles in 
the classroom encouraged me to rethink how I dichotomized learning the content with the 
exploration of emotions. I realized that the math content was embedded in the issues teachers 
were facing, such as their emotional experiences and responses to teaching and learning the 
content, equity of resources and support within the school system, or their preconceptions based 
on students’ race, gender or culture as they enacted the standardized curriculum.  Strict demands 
on curricula and material requirement take away a teacher’s autonomy and authority in the 
classroom as they are no longer able to collaboratively teach with their students based on needs 
and interests. Consequently, when teachers are constantly held accountable to teach standardized 
materials that do not align to what is actually happening in their classrooms, this induces 
experiences of confusion, anxiety and doubt about their own competence (Jeffrey & Woods, 
1996). 
Benefits of engaging in teacher | research to explore emotions. Throughout my 
journey, I have developed an understanding that content knowledge is not the only requisite for 
teachers to actively engage with students while teaching a subject. Teachers also need to be 
aware of the effects their values, emotions and previous experience have on how they learn and 
teach the subject. I argue for teacher-educators to engage in researching critical issues in their 
content college courses. Researching critical issues encourages the exploration of many 
undiscussed and unnoticed challenges that beginning teachers face as they enter the classroom. 
These challenges can often times impact a teacher’s emotions and emotional responses which 
can be detrimental to their mental and physical well-being (Llena & Tobin, 2014).   
Heuristics and free writes. Through incorporating the use of heuristics, free writes and 
class discussions into the math pedagogy course, during the spring 2015 and spring 2016 
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semesters, preservice teachers had the opportunity to expand on the characteristics that are 
salient to them based on their past and current experiences.   
During the spring 2015 semester a preservice teacher wrote the following response after 
reflecting on her lesson presentation and receiving peer feedback based on characteristics she 
thought were salient to her practice. 
Eucharia: I choose these characteristics from the teaching heuristic to know the level of 
performance whenever, I stand in front of a class to teach or present a lesson. I have notice 
a change in my tone of voice because I am always nervous, but did not know what to do. 
Again, I wanted to know if other people would notice these characteristics when I am 
teaching. Having my peer give me feedback based on these characteristics was helpful. 
Eucharia’s free write illuminates what she learned about herself from others as she engaged in 
the lesson. Eucharia was able to choose the characteristic that she wanted to focus on based on 
challenges she experienced. She was able to receive feedback from her peers and make changes 
to her practice based on what was noticed.      
During the spring 2016 semester, a preservice teacher wrote the following free write 
response at the end of the semester. This excerpt from a free write response was written after 
engaging in weekly investigations on strategies teachers use to express empathy to themselves 
and others when stressors are present. Olga states, “Class discussions helped me understand that 
having empathy for myself is not a weakness, it will help me get the right answer when the 
emotional/ psychological state of mind is right.” 
Olga’s free write response illuminated a shift in thinking. Due to the impact of 
positivistic structures the experience and expression of emotions can be seen as a weakness. 
However, through our class discussion she realized the importance of paying attention to her 
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emotions. She also become more aware of how becoming stuck on emotions can impact her 
cognitive and physical practices.  
 As teacher-educators participate in exploring critical issues, they can simultaneously 
develop a more conscious awareness of their emotions, values and power struggles. Within this 
conscious awareness, teacher-educators and preservice teachers can wonder and think critically 
about the world in which they teach and learn and make changes that benefit the mental and 
physiological well-being of the preservice teachers they work with, themselves and the 


















Responsive Math Teaching Heuristic 
 
Please rate each of the characteristics below by circling the appropriate numeral on the 1 to 5 
scale that best reflects your perception of the occurrence. As necessary provide additional 
information (comments) that applies to your rating. 
 
1.I help my students recover when unsuccessful in math.     
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
2.  I show kindness and compassion to myself and others when facing challenges in doing math 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
3. When I am faced with a difficult math problem, I use positive self-talk to help me overcome 
the difficulties. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
4. I am encouraging to others when they are unsuccessful in solving a math task. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
5. I often find myself noting facial expressions and body language as I teach mathematics to 
make sure what I am saying is understood. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
6. When I feel nervous about teaching a math topic, I monitor my breathing. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
7. I notice the change in my voice when I am nervous about teaching a math topic. 
 







Responsive Math Teaching Heuristic (Con’t) 
 
Please rate each of the characteristics below by circling the appropriate numeral on the 1 to 5 
scale that best reflects your perception of the occurrence. As necessary provide additional 
information (comments) that applies to your rating. 
8. I am aware when my stress levels toward teaching a mathematics topic changes the emotional 
climate of the room.  
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
9. I feel successful when I can use different strategies to help others solve a difficult task. 
 




10. I look forward to teaching mathematics to young children, rather than seeing it as a chore. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
11. When I am talking about a math topic, I recognize when others want to contribute. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
12. No matter whom I am teaching, I strive to promote understanding when teaching a math 
topic. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
13. I believe mathematical understanding is important for all to develop. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
14. When discussing mathematical topics, I ask questions to make sure what I am saying is 
understood. 
 





Responsive Math Teaching Heuristic (Con’t) 
 
Please rate each of the characteristics below by circling the appropriate numeral on the 1 to 5 
scale that best reflects your perception of the occurrence. As necessary provide additional 
information (comments) that applies to your rating. 
 
15. When I think about my experiences teaching math, I focus my attention on my successes 
rather than the challenges. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
16. As I am teaching a math topic, I do not give up easily in the face of obstacles. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
17. I approach teaching difficult math tasks as challenges to be mastered. 
 
5: Very often          4: Often            3: Sometimes             2: Seldom        1: Never/rarely 
Comments 
____________________________________________________________________________ 
18. I try to loosen up when I am nervous about teaching a math topic.  
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